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Abstract 
 

I create monuments to unbelonging. This thesis is born of an overly anxious mind, a 

collection of ruminations on an attempt to gain clarity on my artistic practice that constitutes 

a profound examination of intersectionality by way of autobiography. My works contemplate 

issues about the formation and perception of identity and how it is expressed, among other 

things, through language, and in doing so attempts to break down and question socially 

transfixed roles and the process of social integration/marginalization of difference.  
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Introduction 
 

Sometimes you are erased before you are given the choice of stating who you are.1 

 

I create monuments to unbelonging. These are the vulnerable narratives about myself that I 

choose to share. Historically marginalized, I insist on my own identity.2 Not one to victim 

blame and as someone whose very existence is a daily defiance to Western white 

heteronormative patriarchal world system, I celebrate my otherness by creating artworks on 

the site of this marginality.This thesis focuses on identity situated in relation to cultural and 

identity politics, racism, othering, marginalization and representation within my artistic 

practice and dives deeply into how language, more specifically hurtful language and verbal 

acts, is helpful in navigating the reading of my autobiographical works. It seems necessary 

though, to say a few things, by way of introduction.  

 

With the strident urgency of identity and racial politics in mind, I will identify myself 

as broadly descriptive as possible. As if someone comically tethered to the confines of leftist 

political correctness (not to seem insensitive), broadly speaking I locate myself primarily as 

an atheist, 29 year old feminist, heterosexual Asian immigrant Icelandic woman of Filipino 

descent. I am also a daughter, a sister, vegetarian and a member of an inter-racial couple, and 

with these signifiers at hand I usually find myself as part of some group that is ignored, 

marginalized, trivialized, fetishized, rendered invisible and unheard, inconsequential, and 

defined as “other”. Not to mine all the exclusionary or othering terms that one could be 

subjected to, I do not expect myself or anyone really to identify completely with any of these 

listed terms. At best they are all provisional bases from which to navigate towards an 

understanding of an intersectional identity as a result of various forms of oppression caused 

by racist, ethnocentric, neoliberal, patriarchal, heteronormative, and neo-colonial dynamics. 

 

In the pages that follow I  hope to situate the overtly autobiographical themes of my 

works alongside theoretical and philosophical discourses on language and identity, and 

through referencing works by poets and other visual artists with related/similar aesthetic 

 
1 Ocean Vuong, On Earth We‘re Briefly Gorgeous (New York: Penguin Press, 2020), 82. 
2  Phil Uwe Widiger, “ “Inclusive Nation” Is The Cycle Music & Art Festival’s 2018 Theme,” The Reykjavík 
Grapevine, October 16, 2018,  https://grapevine.is/icelandic-culture/art/2018/10/16/inclusive-nation-is-the-
cycle-music-art-festivals-2018-theme/. 
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strategies in their practices. A main point of departure in my work is how identity is 

constructed, transformed and expressed through language and in doing so attempts to break 

down and question socially transfixed roles and the process of social 

integration/marginalization of difference. By problematizing binary claims to identity and 

examining the extent to which people always exceed these categories, through the lens of my 

personal lived experiences, thereby revealing the seamless fusion of the political and the 

personal. 

 

 

Chapter One: The Autobiographical 
 

I’m made by the same star I wish upon 

 

The texts found in my works either as titles or boldly written across the raw, unstretched, 

paint-splattered patched and hand sewn paintings are inherently immediate and explicitly 

autobiographical. My works thrive on the use of these statements addressed to me by people 

in their gruff, idiosyncratic, unapologetic unabashed crudeness. It was of the most 

serendipitous happenstance when a friend shouted in my direction while talking to someone 

else that apparently I was “more Asian” than her. This comment of hers instantly found its 

place in the center of my painting  She’s more Asian than me3. As fate would have it, this 

moment proved consequential in shaping the kind of work that I continuously make today. 

This utilization of autobiographical storytelling as self-expression and as a means of 

sociocultural critique is instrumental in any reading of my works. 

 

 Coincidence plays an important role in the methodology of my practice. To make 

moments of ephemerality; transparent and lasting. Moments that could easily float away and 

be forgotten, like the silent erasure of minority voices. The artist becomes archaeologist; 

unearthing moments, though not from a distant past, revealing societal narratives, ones 

fraught with racist implication, dislocating language and reiterating them in a new context. 

Most of my works come into existence through my exclusion and repression. “I’m lucky 

enough that people are rude, misogynist, and racist to me- I keep it in my sketchbook for later 

 
3 See Appendix A 
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use.”4 My work is autobiographical, so it naturally draws connections to my identity and 

heritage and simultaneously confronts the challenges of my intersectionality. It resonates 

when William Pope.L said: “I address race in my work because day-to-day it addresses me.”5 

I once said during an interview that: “casual racism doesn’t exist until someone points it out. 

Here I point it out...I look at myself as the most historically marginalised group in the world... 

I’m an Asian immigrant woman. It doesn’t get better than that.”6  Using contradictions to 

simultaneously criticize and address the absurdity of non-homogeneous/binary claims to 

identity I instrumentalise my exclusion and marginality to criticize, protest and problematize, 

embracing this perpetual idiosyncratic privilege to be an outsider - a sense of my own agency 

to act upon this injustice. My works thus serve to highlight both my presence and absence. 

This gesture of defiance is an act of “talking back” to an oppressive power that would rather 

have me silenced and complaisant.  

 

What are you doing in Iceland with your face?  

 

What are you doing in Iceland with your face?7 is made up of stitched together collection of 

canvases and pieces from previous paintings, reworked and repainted anew, which is 

characteristic of my paintings. The text which crudely written with graffiti like vandalism is 

confrontational and unapologetically raw and quivers between comic and devastating which 

is characteristic of my works. Towering over them, the viewer is constantly aware of the 

scale of the piece, unable to be ignored. I place grave importance on the scale of my works, 

choosing most of the time to create large scale paintings because I believe that one first 

experiences an artwork physically. Scale is helpful if one wants to instantaneously elicit 

physical presence. Psychological and emotional response come after the initial physical 

experience.   

 

Tracey Emin is a prime example of how to utilize one’s autobiography into one's 

practice. Using her whole life as an archive, the overall consensus on Emin’s art is that it is 

personal, confessional, unapologetically autobiographical, where scenes of intimacy and 

 
4 Eva Lín Vilhjálmsdóttir, “Artist Spotlight: Icelandic Artist Melanie Ubaldo,” Scandinavia Standard, April 8, 
2020, https://www.scandinaviastandard.com/artist-spotlight-icelandic-artist-melanie-ubaldo/. 
5 Rachel Rivenc, “Artist William Pope.L on Humor, Race, and God,” Getty, October, 7, 2015, 
https://blogs.getty.edu/iris/artist-william-pope-l-on-humor-race-and-god/. 
6 Phil Uwe Widiger, “ “Inclusive Nation” Is The Cycle Music & Art Festival’s 2018 Theme.”  
7 See Appendix B 
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crude experiences are spaces of sharing. Emin’s work invites us to take it personally. This has 

been her reputation in the art world, built on a familiar strategy in art history and criticism: 

the mutuality of art and life. She embodies her art, confessional, provocative, explicitly 

critical and unrestrained by honesty and shame. Emin “tells all. All the truth, both awful and 

wonderful, but mostly awful, about her life.”8   

 

The origins of the quilt like quality of the paintings is derived from the circular rags9 I 

remember my mother sewing from discarded and  left-over fabrics during my childhood in 

the Philippines. The literal dismantling of canvas materials and previous painting to give birth 

to a new one is a construction strategy I exploit in order to lift the previous works from their 

abandoned existence and to capture a seamless insouciant composition, an attempt at an aided 

serendipity, a manipulation of chance. It’s creation, destruction and reconstruction is a certain 

kind of traitorous collaborative labour; my own empirical experimentation on the physicality 

and materiality of the painting, an ongoing disembowelment in my attempt to comprehend 

and transform. Stitching is thus purposely employed as a stylistic device, which is to say a 

piece of painterly rhetoric.  

 

It resonated with me knowing that John Baldessari in the Cremation Project burnt all 

the paintings he‘s ever done in a 13 year period as a symbolic act of destruction to mark his 

departure from more relational paintings into more conceptual work.10 As “his best work to 

date,” the act borders almost on the sacrilegious but as a young artist, for me,  this was a 

subject of pertinent interest.; to be brave enough to take the decision to destroy in order to 

start anew. Aldo Pellegrini in Foundation for an Aesthetic Destruction aptly summarized 

what might motivate someone to destruction in this sense: 

 
That impulse that moves man to destruction has meaning, it is for the artist to reveal that 

meaning. Whatever the motivation for the destructive act might be (rage, boredom, loathing of the 

object, protest), that act must have an aesthetic meaning, and that meaning prevents the destruction (a 

 
8 Deborah Cherry, “On the Move- My Bed, 1998 to 1999,” in The Art of Tracey Emin, Mandy Merck and Chris 
Townsend, eds. (London: Thames & Hudson, 2002), 141. 
9 See Appendix C 
10 Patrick Pardo and Robert Dean, “The Making of John Baldessari’s Cremation Project- Author Article by 
Patrick Pardo and Robert Dean,” Yale Books Blog, July 30, 2012, https://yalebooksblog.co.uk/2012/07/30/the-
making-of-john-baldessaris-cremation-project-author-article-by-patrick-pardo-and-robert-dean/. 
11 Aldo Pellegrini, “Foundation for an Aesthetic Destuction//1961,” in Destruction – Documents of 
Contemporary Art, ed. Sven Spieker ( London:Whitechapel Gallery, 2017), 74. 
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procreative act) from turning into annihilation. Destruction and annihilation are, from the artist’s point 

of view, antagonistic terms. The destruction of an object does not annihilate it; it confronts us with a 

new reality of the object, it imbues it with meaning that it did not previously have.11 

 

There is conflict between style and content, conflict between the innocence and 

decorativeness of the medium in its unavoidable affinity to quilts and the explicitness of the 

graffiti-like statement.  Similar juxtaposition between style and content can be found in 

Tracey Emin‘s quilts. The decorative feminine tendencies of the quilted blankets in Helter 

Fucking Skelter12 and her banners, embroidered with violent outbursts and inventories of 

sexual and emotional outrage is very particular. Comments like “I find your attitude a little 

bit negative; Burn in hell you bitch” appears on the blanket. The crassness of the text is at 

odds with the painstakingly detailed procedure of sewing the letters, similarly the grittiness of 

the statements is juxtaposed with the inherent warmth and security the blanket provides.  

 

Lucky 3 
 

Alongside my individual practice, I also work in a collective with Darren Mark and Dýrfinna 

Benita Basalan; fellow Icelandic artists of Filipino descent. Established in 2019, our 

collective work as Lucky 3  is heavily informed by our shared Filipino heritage and rooted in 

nostalgia and displacement: 

 

Unreliable narrators at best, our voices speak of diaspora- of people experiencing constant 

displacement, renovation and salvaging heritage in the face of cultural loss. With an unapologetically 

unabashed honesty and vulnerability, the collective addresses issues, but not limited to; the Filipino 

immigrant experience in Iceland, displacement and racism.13  

 

As the members can all personally attest to, being from two places and two cultures gives one 

that unique perspective of never fully belonging to either place. Our show Lucky Me? in 

Kling & Bang in 2019 was a nostalgic interpretation of Filipino culture. The title of the 

exhibition was a wordplay on the ubiquitous Filipino instant noodle brand; Lucky Me! a 

staple of every Filipino household. Motifs from Filipino iconography were affectionately 

 
 
12 See Appendix D 
13 “Lucky 3: PUTI,” Sequences, Accessed November 7, 2021, https://sequences.is/exhibitions/lucky-3-
exhibition/. 
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deconstructed and reconstructed anew, from a karaoke that doubled as an altar,14 a make-shift 

basketball court in the gallery15, boxing16, to a colourful sari-sari store,17 thus evoking a sense 

of nostalgia and belonging for the artists and fellow Filipino guests to the exhibition. The 

show was intended first and foremost as a celebration- “a celebration of the Filipino 

immigrants in Iceland- of a dislocated and displaced people still trying to carve out a space 

they can call home.”18 With this in mind, the show tried to confront white comfortability by 

creating a safe space for brownness instead.  

 

As part of Sequences Real Time Art Festival in 2021 the collective performed a piece 

titled: PUTI.19 Shown in Open, PUTI was a “social choreography that reflects hyperreality, 

racial roles and hierarchy by referencing an 8-hour workday.”20 Beginning from 12:00 until 

20:00, the members wearing white, deconstructed janitor workwear incessantly cleaned and 

mopped the floor in silence after the muddy footsteps of our mainly white audience while 

whispering between ourselves ever so often the word puti. Puti is the Filipino word for white 

or whiteness. In the middle of the space stood a makeshift cleaning trolley21 referencing a 

water fountain. CCTV cameras surveilled the space, simultaneously recording the 

performance with the footage shown in the entrance of the gallery and for the rest of the 

festival.  

 

PUTI addressed pop culture with the crudely welded “wap floor” sign22, to the highly 

political issues of surveillance, inequality, poverty, racial dynamics and social hierarchies; 

through the act of cleaning floors. A low paying job, cleaning is usually reserved for third-

world labour and immigrants in Iceland. As agents of an oppressed and exploited class, 

having done cleaning jobs ourselves before, we didn’t want it to be a quirkily staged reality 

but rather a paradoxically mediated presence producing a disruption that questions our 

relationship to contemporary labour and the people who do these jobs, rendering them more 

complex, immediate and physically present. Through the piece we also wanted to hint 

 
14 See Appendix E 
15 See Appendix F 
16 See Appendix G 
17 See Appendix H 
18 Lucky Me?, (Reykjavík, 2019), Exhibition catalogue. 
19 See Appendix I 
20 “Lucky 3: PUTI,” Sequences, Accessed November 7, 2021, https://sequences.is/exhibitions/lucky-3-
exhibition/. 
21 See Appendix J 
22 See Appendix K 
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poignantly on the voyeuristic dimension of tokenism through the use of surveillance cameras; 

a position we feel being the only visible artists of colour in Iceland. One recalls the haunting 

quotation from Zora Neale Hurston that Glenn Ligon repeatedly etched on Untitled: Four 

Etchings,23 as it becomes smeared and obscured with blank ink the further it progresses down 

the surface of the work, ironically embodying the weight of the words: “I feel most colored 

when I am thrown against a white background.” 

 

Touching on the same issues 50 years earlier was Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ 

performance Washing, Tracks, Maintenance: Outside,24 where the artist cleaned, scrubbed 

and washed the staircase of the Wadsworth Atheneum in Connecticut in 1973. A form of 

institutional critic, she wanted to shed light on the invisible workers in the art museum 

usually reserve for people of colour; low paid workers who invisibly kept the museum 

functioning.25 In her performance-based practice the artist blurred the line between labour 

and performance coining the term “Maintenance Art” to describe the unseen and 

underappreciated labour required to keep society functioning from repetitive household tasks 

of maintaining a home to the maintenance of a whole city’s sanitation system.  

 

 
Chapter Two: Linguistic Vulnerability 
 

Her skin three shades darker, the color of dirt after a rainstorm.26 

 

En þú ert samt hvítasta dökka manneskja sem ég þekki27 ( But you’re like the whitest dark 

person that I know) is another addition to my catalogue of quotidian insults, snubs, 

misperceptions, microaggressions and blatant racism that has since characterised my artistic 

practice. Not to further perpetuate this pattern of ignorance the piece is an exercise on 

linguistic vulnerability, because words wound. It is not the case that sticks and stones may 

break my bones, but words can never hurt me. On the contrary, words can hurt in the act of 

saying them and one should be accountable for inflicting injury to the receiver of hurtful 

language or on the extreme circumstances of hate speech.  

 
23 See Appendix L 
24 See Appendix M 
25 “Mierle Laderman Ukeles in Conversation with Tom Finkelpearl,” in  Work- Documents of Contemporary 
Art, ed. Friederike Sigler (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 2017), 65. 
26 Ocean Vuong, On Earth We‘re Briefly Gorgeous (New York: Penguin Press, 2020), 21. 
27 See Appendix N 
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Currently showing in  Gallerí Skilti (Gallery Sign) until December 2021, the piece is a 

textual work in the form of an advertising sign. The work reclaims the mechanism of 

language that racist speech exploits, by deliberately manipulating its visibility and navigates 

the differences between seeing and reading. This was a second iteration on this textual piece, 

where the first one appeared embossed on a white piece of paper,28 a month earlier, with 

similar intention in mind. Almost like a whisper, a hint, weaved into the everyday, occuring 

quite subtly into faint accents that the eye must squint to see, the text is spray painted only a 

few tones brighter than the white background of the signboard. Paralyzed upon initially 

hearing such a comment during a conversation, the piece speaks of belated responsiveness. A 

relative helplessness is at work at such a moment but then you start to reflect on conditions of 

your treatment, pointing out to the subtle exclusion that makes you realize that your inclusion 

and belonging was provisional at best.  

 

Similarly an earlier painting titled GRJÓN29 from 2015 reclaimed the derogatory term 

used for the Asian diaspora in Iceland. Grjón means rice in Icelandic. I have since tattooed 

the word onto my skin. To be called a name, an offensive name at that, is traumatic and 

potentially life threatening. To be called a name is one of the first forms of linguistic injury 

that one learns. Words with a certain potency and seemingly small insignificant gestures can 

open up an entire cultural problem. Being called with an injurious name, one is denied 

agency to self-identify as if branded by an oppressors‘ normative claims to identity that aims 

to subjugate one to a lesser social existence. Judith Butler argues that words can wound and 

linguistic violence is it own kind of violence. Yet she also argues that speech is “excitable” 

and versatile, because its effects often are beyond the control of the speaker and shaped by 

context and power structures. Oppressive language is violence, not merely a representation of 

it. “Oppressive language is not a substitute of violence. It enacts its own kind of violence.”30 

 

In Citizen the American poet Claudia Rankine recounts instances of everyday racism; 

from the microaggressions, the remarks, glances, implied judgments and biases that every 

black body in America is subjected to. Written in prose, one soon realises in Citizen that 

Rankine recounts these racist incidents experienced by her and her friends in the second 

 
28 See Appendix O 
29 See Appendix P 
30 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech (New York: Routledge, 1997), 9. 
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person so that the reader could relive these incidents as if it happened to them. Rankine points 

out that one is “rendered hypervisible in the face of such language acts. Language that feels 

hurtful is intended to exploit all the ways that you are present.”31 

 

Judith Butler in Excitable Speech  provides a way of thinking about how language 

becomes an instrument of violence. She explains what makes language hurtfull is that we are 

exposed to the “address” of another. We suffer from the condition of being addressable. To 

be addressed necessarily makes us vulnerable. Born of address, language navigates our 

dependence and vulnerability.   

 
To be injured by speech is to suffer a loss of context, that is, not to know where you are. 

Indeed, it may be that what is unanticipated about the injurious speech act is what constitutes its 

injury, the sense of putting its addressee out of control. The capacity to circumscribe the situation of 

the speech act is jeopardized at the moment of injurious address. To be addressed injuriously is not 

only to be open to an unknown future, but not to know the time and place of injury, and to suffer the 

disorientation of one’s situation as the effect of such speech.32 

 

The relationship of language with violence can be seen in Jenny Holzer‘s Lustmord. 

Lustmord, which was prompted by the war in Bosnia and reflected on reports of sexual 

violence that was a favoured tactic in the conflict from three perspectives- victim, perpetrator, 

and observer. Presented on the German Süddeutsche Zeitung Magazin, a major daily 

newspaper, were words written in ink on human skin. The ink were mixed with a small 

amount of actual  blood donated by German and Bosnian women involved in the project.33 

With uncomfortable vividness, text like “I want to fuck her where she has too much hair”34 

were inscribed on the skin while on the cover of the newspaper read: “da go Frauen sterben 

bin rich hellwach”35 (I am wide awake in the place where women die).  

 

My choice of unearthing specific quotes vs another touches upon my public 

vulnerability; what I feel safe to share. Public vulnerability is more of a collective 

 
31 Claudia Rankine, Citizen (London: Penguin Books, 2015), 49. 
32 Judith Butler, Excitable Speech (New York: Routledge, 1997), 4. 
33 Nancy Princenthal, “Jenny Holzer: Language Lessons,” in After the Revolution- Women Who Transformed 
Contemporary Art, Eleanor Heartney, Helaine Posner, Nancy Princenthal, Sue Scott, eds. (Munich: Prestel 
Verlag, 2007), 161. 
34 See Appendix Q 
35 See Appendix R 
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consciousness, where it‘s my own personal lived experiences regarding things that maybe 

other people have also experienced. There is a constant negotiation of intimacy and 

vulnerability with my audience that happens when I create and show these pieces. It speaks of 

my real time surrender at that point but it is also simultaneously confrontational, addressed to 

the audience who cannot escape the question on what position one holds in the syntax of 

power. The shame and guilt I feel would sometimes discourage me from dwelling too long or 

too carefully on the more sordid details of my existence, making me question if i should 

laugh or cry. 

 

 

Chapter Three: Monuments to Unbelonging 
 

Everything good is somewhere else.36 

 

I have come realize that I create monuments to unbelonging. A chaotic mix of vulnerability 

and discomfort, my paintings like GRJÓN for example and Er einhver íslendingur að vinna 

hér?37 (Is there any Icelander working here?) from 2018 and which is currently shown in 

Abrakadabra- The Magic of Contemporary Art at the Reykjavík Art Museum in Hafnarhús, 

and others just like it, act like monuments to my lived experiences making me question my 

identity as an artist, woman, as a daughter, as an immigrant, expanding as placeholders in 

time to these naive, sometimes ignorant interactions I’m subjected to. I spoke earlier how 

scale is strategically instrumental in my intended experience of my works. I’d like to add that 

scale also functions to compensate for the disorienting loss that I suffer every time I’m 

confronted with these stupefying instances of microaggressions. My works thus act as 

counter movements to displacement and becomes the place or stage where resistance to 

marginalization is verbalized and recognized. Since monuments have long been erected to 

honour and glorify conquest, a dilemma arises in regards on how can one best monumentalize 

a shameful and traumatic subject without seeming to celebrate it. So rather than glorify the 

subject, I problematize it, believing that face to face encounter is the ultimate confrontation, 

despite the amount of distress I feel.  

 

 
36 Ocean Vuong, On Earth We‘re Briefly Gorgeous (New York: Penguin Press,2020), 51 
37 See Appendix S 
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You’re not Icelandic. You don’t have an Icelandic name 
 

You’re not Icelandic. You don’t have an Icelandic name38 was shown in Hafnarborg in the 

fall of 2021 as part of the group show Community of Sentient Beings, curated by Wiola 

Ujazdowska and Hubert Gromny. The piece was an installation in a form of an emergency 

shelter based on the specifications for building such shelters from the United Nations’ Higher 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).39 The piece is the smallest version of a specific type 

of shelter40 and measured 4 x 3m or 12m² of floor area. The structure is built with wood and 

was covered distinctively with gold emergency blankets both inside and out, almost like a 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude piece. Visually arresting at first glance the golden structure holds 

a grim reality. Talking about this specific piece is difficult and one is reminded to tread 

lightly on this urgent topic.  

 

The piece traces back to the gate piece from the first semester titled: I‘m so frustrated. 

I just want it off the wall...Put a stick underneath or something,41 which similarly attempted 

to address the migrant crisis, but specifically in the context of borders/barriers. The piece was 

created first and foremost from a position of priviledge; for I am priviledged to be safe in 

every meaning of the word in one of the safest country in the world, and very much conscious 

of my priviledge as an artist and thus, acting actively through it and not as an act of virtue 

signaling, the privilege of bringing the topic closer to home, within an art museum, and away 

from the insulating distance of the news on our screens, a reminder of how we look at such 

issues. The shelter was a particular iteration of the migrant crisis. The golden emergency 

blankets covering it have been ubiquitous and associative in crisis reportage of migrants and 

is symbolic of their precarity. The title addresses a banally profound issue of being told by an 

acquaintance that apparently I wasn‘t Icelandic, because I didn‘t have an Icelandic name, 

thereby revealing the public and political in the personal.  

 

 
38 See Appendix T 
39 Shelter Design Catalogue (Geneva: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,2016), accessed 
November 7, 2021, 
https://cms.emergency.unhcr.org/documents/11982/57181/Shelter+Design+Catalogue+January+2016/a891fdb2-
4ef9-42d9-bf0f-c12002b3652e?fbclid=IwAR2iypyh2-ETJ38EDImOK1n7sER7AQWuQxKaS3Pi7Mmwttu-
MpKjkpk2Al4/. 
40 Shelter Design Catalogue (Geneva: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,2016), 25. 
41 See Appendix U 
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In Reflections on Exile, Edward Said speaks of the “transcendental homelessness,”42 

displacement unbelonging and the sense of exile unshakeable to anyone who moves from one 

place to another, in exodus from war and other tribulations, to settle on new grounds and the 

ambiguity to identify and difficulty to belong  is an “essential sadness” that “can never be 

surmounted.”43 He refers to the meaning of “home” in a way which presciently describes this 

particular installation: 

 

“The exile knows that in a secular and contingent world, homes are always provisional. 

Borders and barriers, which enclose us within the safety of familiar territory, can also become prisons, 

and are often defended beyond reason or necessity. Exiles cross borders, break barriers of thought and 

experience.”44 

 

 As a scathing riposte to Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial,45 which displayed 

the names of every American lives lost during the war, Chris Burden’s The Other Vietnam 

Memorial46 contained the names of 3 million Vietnamese the Americans killed in the war, 

etched on revolving copper plates almost 4 meters high. The list of names were computer-

generated, for the exact records were non-existent, which drew criticism for its apparent 

emotional aloofness.47 However, this I believe is the strength of “the Other” Vietnam 

Memorial; by immortalizing the countless faceless foreign “Other” slaughtered in the name 

of self-imposed American  ambition, loathing and fear, that catharsis is unattainable and guilt 

can’t be absolve until the “other” is recognized and therefore, grieved accordingly. Judith 

Butler sums this up perfectly in The Force of Nonviolence when she says: “to be grievable is 

to be interpellated in such a way that you know your life matters; that the loss of your life 

would matter; that your body is treated as one that should be minimized for which provisions 

for flourishing should be available.”48 

 

 

 
42 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, Russel 
Ferguson, Martha Gever, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Cornel West, eds. (New York: The New Museum of Contemporary 
Art, 1990), 363. 
43 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” 357. 
44 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” 365. 
45 See Appendix V 
46 See Appendix W 
47 Roberta Smith, “Review/Art; At the Modern, Works Unafraid To Ignore Beauty,” The New York Times, 
October 18, 1991, https://www.nytimes.com/1991/10/18/arts/review-art-at-the-modern-works-unafraid-to-
ignore-beauty.html/. 
48 Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political Bind ( London: Verso, 2021), 55. 
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Chapter Four: Talk Dirty to Me: MA Project Solo Show 

 
I painted these walls pink 

as this is all that remains 

from me and my brother‘s 

last video call with our grandmother. 

 

Everyone walking past these windows 

living in these block of flats 

will potentially have heard 

a version of this phrase.49 

 

Just a week before Christmas last year, a typhoon struck the Philippines and as a result my 

childhood home that my father built was completely destroyed. What stands in all the rubble 

was a single wall from my late grandmother‘s home and a wall from the neighbouring house. 

As an artist, gripped with a certain sense of urgency I decided to rebuild the ruins of this 

natural destruction while simultaneously acknowledging the absurdity and complexity of the 

idea of rebuilding ruins. The exhibition, titled Talk dirty to me became a tireless exploration 

of my most intimate and personal response to a multitude of conversations around race, 

diaspora, dislocation, immigration, memorializing and the fragility of home. 

 

 Visitors to the exhibition were quick to notice its heightened personal content 

compared to my previous works. Shown in Rýmd, the exhibition comprised two elements 

(this was acknowledged in the form of a poem in the exhibition catalogue); a violent racist 

statement, spray painted outside on the gallery windows for everyone to see that reads: Farðu 

til fjandans helvítis útlendinga skíturinn þinn50 (Go to hell you fucking foreign piece of shit), 

and an inner installation of a to-scale reconstruction of the ruins of my grandmother’s home51 

in the Philippines and paintings52 derived from screenshots of me and my brother’s last video 

call with our grandmother. Thus, intimate portraiture was juxtaposed with politically charged 

 
49 Talk Dirty To Me, (Reykjavik, 2022), Exhibition catalogue 
50 See Appendix X 
51 See Appendix Y 
52 See Appendix Z 
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graffiti, where the private and public was separated only by the thickness of the gallery’s 

glass windows.   

 

The installation inside the gallery was a fragile testament to threatened homes, be it 

due to environmental or societal interventions, and the fragility of memory and it’s 

memorialization. The installation was built with a great sense of guilt and shame for my 

inability to offer actual help to my father and the rest of our family in the Philippines, who 

until this day, remain homeless. Ashamed that my response only amounted to this artistic 

intervention. The reconstructed wall, built with plywood and timber instead of its original 

cement was simultaneously displaced and disconnected from everyday life and temporality, 

recontextualized in the other side of the world, offering me momentary refuge, a refuge of 

emotional fragility and as ready to collapse. The distance I felt from the whole situation 

intensified my longing to render it more immediate and physically present, becoming a 

tangible materiality, a placeholder, so that I might be able to linger on them longer, even 

though it looked like a stage set, highlighting the theatricality and absurdity of this whole 

enterprise. Similarly the decision to turn the screenshots to expressionist paintings extends to 

the need of turning digital memory into a more tangible reality and plays into the status of 

painting as the paragon of Western art.  

 

 Silence echoes in the ruins inside the gallery while a deafening scream welcomes you 

outside its walls even before you enter. The elemental violence addressed inside the gallery is 

juxtaposed with the societal violence the graffitied text alludes to. The statement is one that is 

very hard to swallow. The text has been the hardest to work with and continues to maim me 

to this day. The inflammatory text on the windows addressed my perpetual foreignness in this 

country. Rýmd which is located in Breiðholt is home to the largest immigrant population in 

Reykjavik. Informed by this, my intuitive decision was to interject the text in the reality of 

the neighbourhood and its immigrant residents, believing that they too had been subjected to 

the same experience as I did. Growing up in Breiðholt, this felt like a sort of homecoming for 

me. But this sense of familiarity was soon eclipsed with the hostility I felt, coming specially 

from the Icelandic residents of the neighbourhood and beyond, towards my apparent textual 

provocation. 

 

Deliberately inflammatory, I was motivated to reclaim this statement by hijacking it 

against itself and its perpetrators. To those who knew of my practice beforehand, thought it 
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was up to brand. But obviously not everyone felt similarly an ownership as I did towards the 

text and my empowerment, oblivious to its nuances and complexity. The blowback was 

fuelled by sensationalist news courtesy of DV, a local tabloid, who was quick to feature it in 

its front page, becoming the second most read article for that week.53 Taken out of the 

contextual narrative where it fits in, my confrontation or rebuttal was understood as an 

offense, another attack, inflaming its content further, thus solidifying the exclusion and 

violence subjected to people by its shattering text and reifying the very powers it claims to 

usurp. 

 

Turning an isolated private encounter and reiterating and transmitting that in the 

public sphere where it exists only as a visual manifestation is difficult and extremely fragile 

to manoeuvre, where one is presented with very limited information beforehand and one’s 

intension isn’t clearly drawn. As a consequence of my authorial decisions, I became a subject 

to public scrutiny. People were defensive. Defensive; that apparently racism doesn’t exist. 

Countless people wanted it to be removed, saying it was tasteless and ugly. An online 

commenter said it was a stain to the reputation of Icelanders. Which was exactly what I 

wanted to convey. I wanted to expose that is being repressed and confront the hard core of 

reality. My mood of address or strategy might not be everyone’s cup of tea but it was 

successful in creating the conditions for a dialogue to take place, one that reached further than 

the confines of the gallery and it’s artistically inclined audience.  

 

Talk dirty to me was far from the playfulness hinted by the title. It was a testament to 

unbelonging. To be set adrift from the one you knew. Not to feel at home. To be constantly 

reminded that you don’t belong. What connects me from my origins are slowly disappearing, 

either people dying or homes getting destroyed, and as I cement my roots in my new found 

home or what feels like home), I am constantly reminded that I am unwelcomed and that I 

don’t belong.  

 

 

 
53 Máni Snær Þorláksson, “Melanie Ubaldo er sú sem skrifaði ,,helvítis útlendingaskíturinn þinn” á gluggana í 
Breiðholti,” DV, February 15, 2022, https://www.dv.is/frettir/2022/2/15/melanie-ubaldo-er-su-sem-skrifadi-
helvitis-utlendingaskiturinn-thinn-gluggana-
breidholti/?fbclid=IwAR3p_mG7DxVftftJqKguCiB0sUspRlbiDbDCKBnzryBO3L_Pt09U4NVcqGE 



 

 21 

Conclusion 
 

Words can create a more inclusive world, or perpetuate oppression. In her Nobel laureate 

speech, Toni Morrison explains that: 

 
 Oppressive language does more than represent violence; it is violence; does more than 

represent the limits of knowledge; it limits knowledge. Whether it is obscuring state language or the 

faux-language of mindless media; whether it is the proud but calcified language of the academy or the 

commodity driven language of science; whether it is the malign language of law-without-ethics, or 

language designed for the estrangement of minorities, hiding its racist plunder in its literary cheek – it 

must be rejected, altered and exposed. It is the language that drinks blood, laps vulnerabilities, tucks 

its fascist boots under crinolines of responsibility and patriotism as it moves relentlessly toward the 

bottom line and the bottomed-out mind. Sexist language, racist language, theistic language- all are 

typical of the policing languages of mastery, and cannot, do not permit new knowledge or encourage 

the mutual exchange of ideas.54 

 

I had made it my work to be publicly vulnerable through my practice by reclaiming deliberate 

acts of aggression, oppression and exclusion subjected towards me as a locus for dialogue 

and for a direct confrontation against the very powers that wishes to subjugate me, despite the 

amount of emotional distress I feel. Striving to be both Filipino and Icelandic, requires some 

specific forms of double consciousness where one is continually made to construct and 

deconstruct ones identity. How does one commemorate appalling acts without turning it into 

spectacle? By creating monuments to unbelonging I use art making as an opportunity to 

disrupt patterns of inequality. Through the seamless fusion of the political and the personal, I 

have built my own personal monuments. I allude to the idea of monuments as manifestations 

of power and borrowing from it the idea of memorializing but turning it against itself and re-

envisioning it as the narrative it would normally suppress. Monuments to unbelonging are 

counter monuments to violence and exclusionary regimes. Monuments to unbelonging 

recognizes that in our age of migrants, refugees, exiles, and fleeing civilians, that our 

existence and the spaces we inhabit is increasingly constituted by hybridity and difference. It 

is a provocation to the audience to recognize their privilege, and not to continue fiddling 

around while Rome is burning. 

 
54 “Toni Morisson Nobel Lecture,” The Nobel Prize, accessed March 18, 2022, 
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1993/morrison/lecture/ 
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Appendix 

A. 

 
 
Melanie Ubaldo, She‘s more Asian than me, acrylic, oil, oil stick, house paint, dust, soil on 

canvas, approx. 3 x 5.5 m, 2014 

B. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, What are you doing in Iceland with your face?, acrylic, oil, oil stick, dust, 

soil on canvas, 5.8 x 4 m, 2017 
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 C. 

 
Rags sold in the Philippines 

 

D. 

 
Tracey Emin, Helter Fucking Skelter, appliqué blanket, 253 x 220 cm, 2001 
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E. 

 
Lucky 3, Karaoke Altar, Mixed Media, 2019 

 

F. 

 
Lucky 3, Play Ball, Mixed Media, 2019 
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G. 

 
Lucky 3, Play Ball, Mixed media, 2019 

 

H. 

  
Lucky 3, Sari-sari store, Mixed media, 2019 
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I. 

 
Lucky 3, PUTI, Mixed media, 8 hour durational performance, 2021 

 

J. 

 
Lucky 3, PUTI, Mixed media, 8 hour durational performance, 2021 
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K. 

 
Lucky 3, PUTI, Mixed media, 8 hour durational performance, 2021 

 

L. 

 
Glenn Ligon, Untitled (Four Etchings), Series of four etching and aquatints, plate (each): 23 

9/16 x 15 3/4" (59.8 x 40 cm); sheet (each): 25 1/8 x 17 3/8" (63.8 x 44.2 cm), 1992 
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M. 

 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Washing, Tracks, Maintenance:Outside (detail), twelve black-and-

white photographs, two text panels, dimensions variable. From a performance at the 

Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, Connecticut, 1973. 

 

N. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, En þú ert samt hvítasta dökka manneskja sem ég þekki, Spray paint on 

signboard, 213 cm x 78 cm, 2021 
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O. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, En þú ert samt hvítasta dökka manneskja sem ég þekki, embossed text on 

paper, 2021 

 

P. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, GRJÓN, acrylic, oil, oil stick, hous epaint, dust, soil on canvas, 4.8 x 3.5 m, 

2015 
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Q. 

 
Jenny Holzer, Lustmord, in Süddeutsche Zeitung, ink on skin, 1993-1994 
 
R. 

 
Jenny Holzer, Lustmord, in Süddeutsche Zeitung, 1993 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 34 

S. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, Er einhver íslendingur að vinna hér?, oil, il stick, acrylic, spray paint, ink, 

dust, soil on canvas, 6 x 3.35 m, 2018 

 
T. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, You‘re not Icelandic. You don‘t have an Icelandic name, wood, emergency 

blankets and sand, 2021 
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U. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, I'm so frustrated. I just want it off the walL...Put a stick underneath or 

something, temporary construction fences, temporary concrete fence feet, zip ties, oil, oil 

stick, acrylic, ink, spray, soil, dust on canvas, 2020 

 
V. 

 
Maya Lin, Vietnam Veteran‘s Memorial, black granite etched with names, 493 feet and 6 
inches, 1982 
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W.  

 
 
Chris Burden, The Other Vietnam Memorial, twelve copper plates attached to an aluminum 
column, 12 feet, 1991 
 
 
X. 

 
 

Melanie Ubaldo, from Talk Dirty to Me, mixed media, 2022 
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Y. 

 
Melanie Ubaldo, from Talk Dirty to Me, mixed media, 2022 

 

Z. 
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Melanie Ubaldo, from Talk Dirty to Me, mixed media, 2022 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 


