Firsts: An Autoethnographic Poetry Performance
Journey to a Creative Thesis
The Honors program, particularly the Honors thesis, was my main draw to the University
of North Carolina Wilmington. I have always been an overachiever, eager to challenge myself
when it comes to academics. The thesis sounded like the perfect way to use everything I had
learned throughout my college career in a creative project. Traditionally, the Honors thesis
project at UNCW was shaped for STEM students. There are still traces of that bias in the
structure of the thesis workshops (mainly taught by STEM professors) and advice (mainly given
by STEM students). As a humanities student, this made the process seem confusing and arbitrary
at first. As a creative writing and English literature double-major, it seemed unlikely my project
would be driven by quantitative data and strict procedures.
My perspective shifted when I worked as a social media assistant for the Honors College.
In the spring semester of my freshman year, I created a campaign called Thesis Thursdays where
I interviewed graduating Honors students about their thesis projects. It was through these
interviews that I discovered that the thesis could exist in many different shapes and forms. For
instance, Evan Seay, one of my peers from the Creative Writing major, based his thesis on a
collection of essays he wrote about the Linville Gorge Wilderness area. Seay and other
humanities majors I interviewed encouraged me to branch outside of the box for my own thesis.
Some of my most rewarding college experiences happened outside of my majors and
heavily influenced this thesis project. I participated in the First Year Research Program, in which
Dr. Scott-Pollock of the communication studies department advised me and introduced me to the
wonderful world of qualitative research. I had never heard of this before and had no idea one could
use interviews as a form of research. Even more bizarre to me was that relating my own

experiences with mental illness, gender, and dating counted as research as well. Narrative
1

analysis and autoethnography became possible research methodologies that combined humanist
and social science research. Another experience that influenced my outlook on research was my
work in social media management with SSM Creative Collective, an UNCW-alum-run digital
media agency downtown. Working with different types of multimedia taught me the importance
of presentation and design to make more people interested in what I have to say. After all, what
is the point of research if no one is going to see it? I knew that I wanted to combine
autoethnography and multimedia with my creative writing. I also knew that I wanted to try
something I had never done before. Dr. Scott-Pollock’s experience with autoethnographic
performance inspired me to consider a one-woman show.
The idea was frankly a bit terrifying at first. What credentials did I have to get up on a
stage and command an audience? And why did I suddenly want to do it so badly? When I was
struggling with severe clinical depression in high school, I often told my therapist how I felt like
no one could hear me. A particularly vivid memory I have from this period is begging my
brothers and parents to scream with me in our kitchen. They agreed, soft at first, then louder,
louder, five of us yelling as loud as we could at the kitchen table because they loved me. I think
about that day a lot and what it may have cost for my voice to be heard. Do they think about that
afternoon as much as I do? Now that I have grown and healed in a lot of ways, I suppose this
idea for a performance was a way to honor that young, scared girl I had been and her fervent
wish for a platform in a healthy and rewarding way. In that manner, the final result, “Firsts: a
Poetry Performance” means a lot to me in terms of knowing how far I have come in my mental
health journey.

My Poetry is Pink
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In her poetry book, My Private Property, Mary Ruefle describes her types of sadness as
different colors. She writes, “Blue sadness is sweetest cut into strips with scissors and then into
little pieces by a knife…Gray sadness is the sadness of paper clips and rubber bands, of rain and
squirrels and chewing gum, ointments and unguents and movie theaters” (Ruefle 8). Since the
beginning stages of the pandemic, my sadness has felt pink. I suppose that’s where my entire
thesis project begins: March 2020, curled in a ball in my parents’ basement under a pink
comforter, trying to sleep away the apocalypse. My journey from teenager to young woman will
forever be marked by a global pandemic and all the baggage it has brought with it: masks thrown
in with the dirty laundry, dating apps feeling like a revelation instead of a burden (I can talk to
romantic prospects without leaving the house!), prefacing every social outing with “I am
vaccinated and boosted, and I can prove it,” like some kind of painfully medical mantra. COVID
has created such a particular combination of physical isolation and craving for intimacy that it is
no wonder that the past two years I have thought more about dating, sexuality, and womanhood
than ever before.
I think it is this shift to a vivid curiosity about sex and relationships and longing for
physical touch that created a new (but welcome) shift in my poetry. For once, I felt like I was
embracing my own youthful and naive voice in my poems instead of trying to present myself as
this vessel of wisdom. Often in creative writing workshops, poems that people don’t like get
described as cliche or—even worse—as resembling a Tumblr post. This feels like the cruelest
someone could ever say about your work: you mean to say I feel the same emotions as everyone
else?!
In this reawakening of my poetic voice, I wanted to embrace tropes. I wanted to talk
about love, lust, heartbreak, and jealousy without fears of being villainized or downplayed. In
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her introduction for all about love, bell hooks asserts, “Youth culture today is cynical about love.
And that cynicism has come from their pervasive feeling that love cannot be found” (hooks 18).
She wrote this in the early 2000s, but the sentiment still holds today. Today, people are still
scared to be perceived as weak. When conversations turn too real, people get uncomfortable.
They shift positions. They leave. The Internet has made it easier to express oneself without ever
revealing your identity which means that it is even more rare to hear people talking about
vulnerable subjects in-person where they cannot hide behind a screen. My friends are hesitant to
talk about love and loss with each other openly without coding it through memes or song lyrics.
It is only because I know so many writers (and because my parents have a healthy
relationship) that I know love exists. This thesis is my photo album: I'm acknowledging that my
experiences have existed, and I hope that maybe in the process of viewing it, someone can talk
more openly about their experiences, too. After all, “Autoethnographic writing allows a
researcher to situate her body in relation to others to comprehend cultural realities” (ScottPollock 3). In my case, the cultural realities in my poems are the constraints that a maledominated society puts on dating, body image, and sexual relations. When people read my
poems, they can situate themselves in my body and feel my hesitations and fears around
romantic relationships.
The poems I have included in my thesis performance are free verse. Writing in rhyme or
meter doesn’t feel natural to my life and my experiences. Since these are autoethnographic
pieces, it was important to me that the poems sound similar to how my mind works. Poet
Laureate Trapeta B. Mayson mentions how poetry to “reframe a story, or see it from a different
perspective” (Mayson). I wrote most of these pieces in single stanzas to show that I frame my
experiences in my head as long-winded rants. I get distracted very easily, and so my train of
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thought runs in sometimes wild directions. By using limited punctuation in these pieces, I
conveyed how interconnected my thoughts are.

So You Want to Read the Poems (...and accompanying analysis?)
Windows
My mother wants the blinds closed at all times,
but I like living on the edge.
I might have a severe case of main character complex
because I like to imagine a man in the car across
the street watching me do my daily squats,
eating a bag of hot Cheetos
while he evaluates the transparency
of my panty line.
When I run, I perform for the cars passing
until I feel I’m just a caricature of myself.
Or of someone resembling myself
(folded bun, tie-dye laces, I-will-exerciseand-not-want-to-die-not-want-to-die)
My eyebrows are uneven and the hair
on my mole is enjoying its growth spurt.
Look how tall I am! it brags in the mirror,
and so I don’t put a razor to my cheek
because I’m not evil and I want children
someday. I want children someday,
but I can barely keep a conversation
without a fourteen-year-old laughing
at me. I asked my sister, How are you doing,
Olivia? because I was thinking of Olivia Rodrigo
and now that’s my only personality trait.
I try to talk about more serious things,
but the older I get, the smaller I feel
and now all I want to do is sit on a swing
in that fifty-dollar bright pink romper
from the surf shop and sing nursery rhymes.
I’d drag my American Girl dolls out of the closet,
but there’s no one in my basement,
and I had a nightmare that some girls from Minnesota
5

locked me down there
when I wasn’t paying attention.
“Windows” was written last summer and centers around my experiences during that
period: working out in my parents’ living room in front of an open window, craving female
friendship in my hometown, my obsession with Olivia Rodrigo, and this illogical feeling that a
pink romper I found in a beach store would solve all my problems.
I didn’t notice that so much of my thesis is themed around the male gaze until Dr. ScottPollock suggested I look into that term for my additional research component. I guess that is part
of systemic patriarchy, right? We don’t realize how active it is in every aspect of our lives, even
in our own minds. Now, looking back at this poem, I cannot help but hyperfocus on the image of
this “man in the car / across the street” and the implications of that daydream.
Sexualization is described as occurring “when individuals are regarded as sex objects and
are evaluated solely in terms of their physical characteristics” (Barnett et al. 1). It is interesting
and slightly alarming to me that I purposefully sexualized myself here through the eyes of a male
stranger. I didn’t realize the prevalence of this instinct to hyper-focus on my role as a sexual
woman until I wrote this piece and started noticing other situations in which I had the same train
of thought. I find myself constantly assessing how men may sexualize me in public spheres—
whether I’m at the grocery store, out on a run, or walking on campus. In a gender study titled
“Does She Want You to Open the Door? New Realities for Traditional Gendered Sexuality,”
Angela Towne et al. discuss the gender traditions and expectations for the modern age. They
argue that in the wake of feminist movements, “expectations have broadened for women”
(Towne et al. 2486). For instance, women can be doctors AND mothers now. Sexy AND
respectable. However, Towne et al. note, “there has been less change around men’s roles”
(Towne et al. 2486). While women are now expected to do all the things, there isn’t the same
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expectation for men to expand their roles and experiences. They are not getting the same push to
be strong AND kind, hard-working AND fatherly. This creates a certain pressure on women to
fulfill every single role all at once. For me, I have noticed it manifests in wanting to be sexually
attractive and confident to stand out as a woman, but also still be patient, thoughtful, and
nurturing. Juggling all these roles can be exhausting, and it often makes me feel like an imposter
in social situations as I try to be authentic and appeal to the male gaze.
The male gaze consists of “standards that are created by and for men, as ‘women judge
and create themselves on the basis of their perceptions of men’s desires” (Anthony 314). It has
been important for me to remember how prominent a man’s opinions and presence are in my
daily life, even when I’m alone. Through this research, I have found an answer for why I feel so
fake sometimes when I am trying to impress men or appeal to a male-majority audience. Even in
my own poetry, there is a male gaze being perpetuated.

Dating Show
There’s a Pride and Prejudice dating
show coming out. I signed up to be
on it because a lifeguard told me
he wasn’t interested in getting
ice cream. I find that I hold prospects
up like telescopes, then realize
they were actually kaleidoscopes
all along, and I’m just a fool.
The colors hurt more
than heal. I am more buttoned
than free. I am soft next to a script,
but rigid in bed. I don’t know
how to feel like I am enough
without writing an essay about it
and sharing it on my Instagram
story. I don’t know how to tell you
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that I am a good person without
buying you a mug and filling it
with candy. I’m scared you’ll chain
me down with words and I’ll sacrifice
my body for the key. I’m scared that I’ll never
find the key. I’m scared that love
is a hoax. The next time I get drunk,
I might just kiss someone in front of a band.
And it might just be the best night of my life.

The male gaze is also prevalent in this piece from my performance titled “Dating Show.”
If anything, the title itself points to a male-dominated culture, because dating shows are often
strife with conservative ways of viewing women. However, they are watched by a majority
female audience (including myself), a contradiction I have always found interesting. Are women
so used to patriarchal norms that we get entertainment out of them? In a duoethnographic study
where two feminist scholars watched The Bachelor together, they noticed that their
“performances privileged certain versions of sexuality over others, and thus, [they] disciplined
one other into performing a certain gendered subject position (perhaps as “sane,” “normal,” or
“acceptable)” (Spencer and Paisley 711). Dating shows are pitched as the opportunity of a
lifetime: a chance to find true love and become a D-list celebrity at the same time. I mean, I fell
into it; I really did apply for a Pride and Prejudice themed dating show (still waiting for my call
back). Reading this duoethnographic study was a bit of wake-up call because I would like to
think I’m a “good” feminist, but like these scholars, I find it extremely entertaining to judge the
women on dating shows. There is a comfort in knowing the beautiful, skinny women on these
shows also don’t live up to gender ideals of femininity—because if they can’t, who can?
This piece also touches upon my fears and anxieties around sexual intimacy: “I am soft
next to a script / but rigid in bed.” In middle school and high school, I was not a sexual person
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whatsoever. A Catholic upbringing led me to believe sexual desires or fulfillment was dirty and
disgusting. For that reason, I am a bit of a late bloomer sexually which continues to make me
apprehensive about intimacy with romantic partners. Do I even know what I’m doing? Am I any
good at it? Our culture’s obsession with young girls as sexual beings doesn’t help. It is that
mindset that points towards my lack of experience. I feel like I’m an old hag at the mere age of
twenty-two. Jessica Valenti puts it this way, “Whether it’s training girls to be women before their
time or expecting women to act and look like little girls, when youth is the most desirable sexual
characteristic and girls are the most desirable sexual beings, all of us suffer” (Valenti 63).
In this piece, I suffer as I sexualize myself. As I view my body through the eyes of a man,
I begin to lose touch with myself. I begin to associate my worth with the degree to which I am
entertaining people. Swift’s song, “Mirrorball,” she expresses how she uses her position as a
famous musician to feel fulfilled. Comparing her career as a popstar to a tightrope walker, she
says that even when the rest of the circus and the audience have been destroyed, she’s still
“trying everything to get you laughing at me” (Swift). The subject of this song might be
interpreted as the listener themselves. She wants to be heard by someone, even if it puts her in
danger. That song inspired the line in my poem: “I don’t know / how to feel like I am enough /
without writing an essay about it / and sharing it on my Instagram story.” Instead of music, my
strategic act is my position as a writer. For the longest time, I wanted people to acknowledge my
worth or value as a person by reading my writing and complimenting it.

Out of Shape
you ask me where I bought
my sweatshirt and the next day
I can’t find it, but there’s a goldfish
in a small circular tank
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in its place.
you feed me muffins
made with too much
lemon zest and say
that you had to run to five
different stores to find the right
ingredients and that I’ve inspired
you to keep creating.
you time my bathroom visits:
anything over 20 minutes
and you send me another text
about an abusive ex
keeping you up all night.
how do I keep him alive?
you duplicate my playlists
so you can communicate
to your boyfriend over Fruity Pebbles.
I kissed him before you,
but you kissed him before me,
so you feign dominance.
you laugh at me from
your convertible
as I hunch against a tree,
as I try to recall the days
when I could run 10 miles.
you say you’ll buy me a book
if I text your boyfriend once more.

In my junior year of college, I was catfished on Hinge. That sort of deception is much
more common than one might think. In fact, “catfishing has become so prevalent that there are
growing calls for legislation and policy advancement to protect online daters” (Mosley et. al 2).
At the time, it felt shameful. I texted this person in length every day for about three weeks,
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investing my emotional energy into their issues and traumas before I realized that they had
assumed the name and face of a Tik Tok influencer from Australia. Other clues seemed to point
to their real identity being that of someone I already knew: the current girlfriend of my exboyfriend. I felt that I had connected rather intensely with this person which made the whole
ordeal even more confusing to comprehend because the feelings I had for this person were then
transferred onto someone I didn’t necessarily like.
In the aftermath, I have been consumed by this question of “Why?” Why would this
person spend so much time trying to know me when they were already in an established
relationship with my ex? Why would they go so far as to make me playlists and listen to my
problems and give me advice? Why did I fall for it? This piece grapples with that question but
also with the feeling of being duped and emotionally manipulated.
This experience led me to have an even more complicated relationship with dating apps
than I did before. Of course, I want to experience a meet-cute romance like I often read about in
books, but in a pandemic and as an introverted person, it is frankly very hard to emotionally
connect with someone on a platonic level, let alone a romantic one. At the same time, though, the
Internet can be a very dangerous place to look for connection. I frequently have nightmares about
being stalked. I am very lucky that nothing worse happened to me than feeling like a fool.
This poem also has a deep current of unworthiness, both physically and mentally. It is
“plausible that women who have used dating apps at least once in their lifetime have a greater
psychosocial need for self-worth validating than non-users” (Portingale et al. 317). Re-reading
this poem makes me recognize that, yes, I do long for validation from dating apps and
prospective romantic partners. I like to think I am a confident person, and I can be at times, but
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this fervent desire to be liked— even better, loved—by everyone I come across continues to
hinder me. It is something I hope to work on in my twenties.

My First
We didn’t talk much in the mornings,
but it was never because of a ghost.
It was just because quiet was its own kind
of blanket. Your stomach was like a blanket.
You draped around me every morning
like my favorite blanket and we’d watch
the news. The world was sinking, is still sinking,
but you put too much creamer in your coffee
and it looked more like milk.
Hey, you looked at me, your cheeks like glasses of milk. When we get our own place,
can we get these seats?
Us in the seats, us in one seat, us tangled like angel
hair spaghetti, my hair always everywhere: in your mouth,
on the pillow, in the cracks in the couch. Popcorn in cracks
in the couch. Half-drunk on Aldi wine on the couch, asking
you to touch me. Asking you to touch me and not regretting
it.
My first. I don’t regret it. Maybe it’s a sort of revenge
from above, maybe it’s an IOU scribbled onto a Post-It-Note
and hiding in my makeup bag. Either way, I have a hard time
feeling avenged. Either way, I loved the boy from the pictures,
and I laughed.
I laughed. That was more than pews had ever
promised me. The boy from the pictures might not have been real,
but he made me laugh, even when I forgot to check
my blind spot and almost killed us on a mission to buy Ice Pops.
Wow, I really like you, he said after the almost collision
like a near-death-experience was a turn-on.
We never found the Ice Pops, but I bought him mint ice cream.
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I think if I touched you that last night, it would have been like ice.
I think it would have been like staring at a face in the morgue
and realizing the blush was drawn by someone else.
I kept my cool until the end and then I choked. During my first time,
I guided your hands away from my throat.
Your hands on another’s boy’s throat when you were in 3rd grade.
He called you a cheese-head in Danish and something snapped.
How the mailbox snapped when I was driving home from the beach.
Again? You said. Again? Again? again?
And yes I’m crying again
Because it didn’t feel like tomatoes stuck in my teeth
Or dirt under my fingernails
Or disgracing a God I still don’t know how to believe in
And yes I’m crying again because
I lose everything but I never felt like I lost something to you
And yes I’m crying again
because your cheeks were like something out of a cartoon and now that you’ve left
I don’t know how to change the channel
You changed the channel so fast,
The TV didn’t know if you were human.
My mom doesn’t know if you’re human. She cries
More than I do and she still has your phone number
Saved. She bakes me cookies and I try to tell her that
yes, you were my first but firsts aren’t meant to last forever.
How much of it do I believe?
Here’s the truth:
That I feel like a cliche when it rains
and I dream of lighthouses
That I feel like a fool when I get drunk
and you ignore my messages
That sometimes my only peace is a little sliver of night
where the tea is just the right temperature
and the bed feels like an old friend
and I can sink into the place
In the mattress where our bodies collided
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Without feeling anything.
My first.
You said when you read my poetry,
you focus on the way it makes you feel.
If I could ask you one last thing,
I’d read this poem for you, clench
your wrist and study your eyes.

“My First” is one of my only pieces purposefully written to be performed. For most of
middle school and high school, I did not have enough confidence in my public speaking to write
performance pieces. College has taught me to be more confident in front of a microphone which
is why this thesis exists in the form it does today. I wrote this piece immediately after my first
breakup, huddled under a pile of blankets surrounded by our somewhat bewildered dogs (Why is
our human typing and crying at the same time?! And why can’t she stop?). Writing teachers will
often tell you that you should write a piece once you have distanced yourself a bit from the
emotion it was inspired by, but I like that this piece is oversaturated with heartbreak. There’s this
episode of the Disney classic Good Luck Charlie in which Teddy, the eldest sister, spends days
in bed after her boyfriend cheats on her (“Teddy’s Broken Hearts Club Band” 14:50). Her friend
Ivy finally intrudes in on her space after the isolation is beginning to be socially unacceptable
and immediately covers her nose. “When was the last time you showered?” she exclaims. Cue a
commercial break. By the time we're back with Teddy, however, she’s written the best song of
the show’s history: a two-verse rap about her cheating ex where she calls him “a two-timing
pig!” (“Teddy’s Broken Hearts Club Band” 14:50). Writing this piece kind of felt like that—a bit
rushed and fueled by adrenaline, heartbreak, and ice cream. My version is not as angry as
Teddy’s (maybe just because I don’t have that much anger in me), but it is a breakup poem
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through and through. I am glad I had the opportunity to share my first breakup poem with an
audience because it has brought me much-needed closure.

The Difference of Performance
I first discovered “autoethnography” as a term in my freshman year of college, but I have
been writing autoethnographic poetry practically my whole life. “Autoethnographies are written
accounts about life experience providing rich, full, detailed narrative and insight from the
perspective of the person who is living and experiencing the researched phenomena '' (Gallardo
et. al 288). Most of my poetry is autobiographical and thus fits this definition, although some of
the narratives in my pieces are more obvious than others. I can trace my poetry diary entries
back to fifth grade. If I were to go back and analyze each entry, I could even take quantitative
data from them such as the first time I talk about my middle-school-crush or the number of times
I write about my sister.
“Characterized by compression and an economy of words, the lyric poem has the
capacity to meet the important qualitative aim of capturing the depth of human experience, while
also delivering succinctness that quantitative researchers value” (Gallardo et. al 290). Successful
poems serve as quality research, and while I don’t think my pieces capture all I wanted them to,
they are accurate records of my college experience in that they show my train of thought and
convey my feelings.
I have never memorized my own work before in the goal of reading it to someone.
Performing these pieces seemed like a fun way to use a different part of my brain. I also wanted
to put my marketing knowledge and love of collage art to use. In preparation for the
performance, I asked my friend Anya Ekaterina to take a series of hazy, pink portraits of myself
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to be used as promotional material. I designed multiple posters and Instagram posts with these
images teasing out the date of the performance. Additionally, I designed specific digital collages
to go with each of my poems. They are a bit hard to see in the final recording, but they consist of
a combination of my own personal images and photos I found off the Internet. Each collage I
designed specifically to fit the tone of the poem I was reading (see appendix).
I bought my outfit for the performance about two hours before I filmed it. On a whim, I
picked a long black skirt and a purple fitted top. Looking back, my appearance is both
conservative in that it hides most of my body and very feminine in that it looks like something
that a woman might wear to a church concert. I think I was going for a dark academia aesthetic,
but the religious parallels are amusing given my questionings of Christianity in the performance.
The irony of the contrast of my shielded body with my intimate, vulnerable poetry is not lost on
me.
I didn’t expect the physical reaction performing these pieces would cause in my body and
the aftershocks that would occur when I watched back the performance a week later. Tami Spry
asserts that in the process of performing autoethnography, “The performer engages the text of
another—oral or written by self or other—dialogically, meaning the performer approaches the
text/other with a commitment to be challenged, changed, embraced, and interrogated in the
performance process” (Spry 716). Pre-performance, when I was simply memorizing my pieces, I
might have shrugged off this statement. I had interrogated my experiences hundreds of times in
the writing of my pieces and in editing them for publication. I didn’t think I would feel
challenged or changed by performing them to an audience when I had read them so many times
alone in my room. That’s what I got wrong.
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Performing authoethnographic pieces in front of an audience is completely different from
reading a poem written to myself in the comfort of my own bed. First, the audience’s reactions
and experiences become just as part of the equation as my own. Spry asserts that in
“Autoethnographic performance, the body is like a cultural billboard for people to read and
interpret in their own experience.” (Spry 719). Though only two people were physically in the
room with me when I filmed my performance, I could feel them reading my body language as
they listened to my pieces and interpreting that in accordance with their own experiences with
dating, heartbreak, and self-worth. I also thought of my parents and closest friends who would be
watching the performance a week later and how my embodied performance would cause their
own bodily reactions because they lived with me through these experiences.
As Julie-Ann Scott Pollock notes, “Our identities, meanings, and understanding are
ongoing collaborations with other bodies in the world.” (Scott-Polllock 10) The meaning making
is a never-ending process. The more people interact with my work, the more meaning it creates
for both me and them. People who have undergone these experiences with me will create new
memories of the events because of how they perceive my work. My mother, particularly, was
heavy on my mind as I thought about the significance of the meaning making. She was with me
through the hardest days of my breakup and my pain sparked a physical reminder of her own
first heartbreak. She cried often with me, and I feel that only part of it was for my pain. The rest
of it was grief to her teenage self losing her first love.
Autoethnography “can be understood as a search for better conversation in the face of all
the barriers and boundaries that make good and evocative conversation increasingly difficult to
find” (Bochner and Ellis 72). In my mother’s case, my poems inspired conversations with me
about her own ex-boyfriend who I learned broke up with her because he felt like he didn’t really
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know her despite them dating over a year and a half. She never told me these stories before; it
was only once I shared my own difficult experiences that hers came out. One of my mother’s
deepest insecurities is her introversion and difficulty with opening up to people, and now that I
know her ex-boyfriend may hold some foundation in that, it helps me to understand her a lot
more as a person.
Physically embodying the experiences in these poems was much more overwhelming
than I thought it was going to be. For one, I was recovering from the stomach flu the night we
filmed it. The bigger factor though is that I don’t think my body had fully recovered from some
of these experiences, and I didn’t know this until I felt the sensations rising up in my stomach
under the harsh stage lights of the communication studies department’s film studio.
The piece where I felt the most prominent physical reaction was “Out of Shape” where I
talk—indirectly—about being catfished. As I performed the poem, my lungs began to tighten
and my stomach clenched as I tried to get out the words. When I stopped mid-phrase, Dr. ScottPollock asked if I was okay and if I needed some water. I felt silly. The poem wasn’t even
revealing about my catfish experience; it talked vaguely of jealousy and confusion, but still I felt
this overwhelming urge to cry. The same shame and fear and guilt I had felt when the incident
first occurred resurfaced. This poetry performance was supposed to be my chance to feel strong
and empowered by owning my narrative and reclaiming my experiences. Instead, I felt weak,
like my feelings didn’t matter and no one was going to care what I had to say, and I was making
a big deal out of nothing. When we finished filming, I felt relieved it was over and proud I had
performed all the poems successfully, but I also felt disappointed. The physical response to my
work, though predicted by all the literature I read, had shocked me a bit. I realized that I hadn’t
fully healed completely from all the things I was sharing.
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What I didn’t realize at the time was that my performance didn’t end when I stopped
recording. The meaning-making of the experience was only just beginning, and it will continue
long after this artist statement is published. As Julie-Ann Scott-Pollock says, “Within
storytelling, the ongoing interaction between the storyteller and the listener involves both taking
on dual roles.” (Scott-Pollock 10) When I watch my thesis back, I interact with my poems as an
audience member, bringing new experiences and outlooks into my interpretations of the poems
even if I meant something different when I initially wrote them. Because I am a growing,
changing person and the girl in my thesis video is frozen in time, I will continue to make new
meaning with my performance every time I watch it. Even if I wasn’t healed from the
experiences at the time I filmed this video, one day I will watch the video and feel very distant
from the girl on the screen. I will pity her, I will love her, I will be proud of her, I will feel
estranged from her. If I choose to perform the poems again, my body will feel slightly different,
and the experience will leave a slightly different feeling in my stomach. If the audience for the
performance changes, then the meaning will change too. I will constantly be changing how I
approach this performance whether I am the storyteller, or the audience and it is that everchanging dynamic that makes the true meaning of an autoethnographic performance.

Audience Reception
There were only two people with me when I filmed my thesis, but over 25 people
watched its premiere, and as of March 29th, it has 120 views on YouTube. Those aren’t huge
numbers, but since my poetry performance essentially felt like the equivalent of a published
therapy session, it feels big to me. On the day of the premiere, I felt so nervous that I had to go to
the bathroom multiple times during my workday to take deep breaths. It’s not as if I thought
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anyone was going to bash me or openly criticize my work—after all, the people I invited to
watch it were people who loved me. It was what they wouldn’t say that scared me. I worried
what they would feel in their bodies, if they would recoil at my words or laugh at my expense.
The self-doubt and fear I felt during and after the process of filming further solidified my
anxious energy.
I dressed up for the performance premiere although it was virtual. I wore a pink dress to
match the pink background in my performance (although it looks a bit more purple in postproduction). I donned my eyes in pink hued eyeshadow. I wore a ring I had bought for myself. I
even went to the store and bought myself chocolates. Even with my nerves, I wanted to remind
myself that this feat was special.
My friends surprised me by hosting a small party at my house to watch the performance
together. They bought ice cream and toppings to make sundaes, and my roommate decorated the
dining room table in a pink tablecloth to go with my theme. It was the sweetest thing, but it only
made my nerves worse. I had pictured hiding in my room, watching the performance far away
from any real-life human. Instead, three of my closest college friends whom I had never shared
these pieces with were suddenly sitting in front of me on the couch as the YouTube Premiere
feature began its countdown.
I kept my eyes on the screen, desperate to not catch even a second of their reactions even
though that was the entire point of showcasing the performance. All the things I mentioned in the
poems hit me all at once. The ex-Catholic in me was appalled I was about to let everyone know
that I was a sexual person. Sure, the mention of intimacy was brief and non-graphic, but still.
The cynic in me couldn’t believe I was going to reveal just how much a man broke my heart.
Where was the girl power? Where was my inner strength? Nothing felt right. The room was hot.
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I couldn’t breathe. The countdown had reached zero and the performance was beginning. Kristin
Langellier articulates that we are at once the teller and the audiences to our own stories. We
watch others’ reactions as we perform and adjust who we are, entering an ongoing struggle over
meaning and identity. This process of being an audience to ourselves is illuminated through
watching one’s recorded performance and others’ responses. (Langellier 131) In this way, it is
impossible to conceive of storytelling as a separate realm of existence because it is our physical
and mental reactions to the story that shape and enhance it. As an audience member of the
premiere of my thesis, I was both feeling the adrenaline rush of a premiere event and
experiencing the emotions I originally felt when I went through the events I describe in my
poems. With such a combination it is no wonder I felt nervous.
I don’t remember much about watching the performance or my friends’ reactions. I think
I disassociated myself from the situation until the Facebook Live Question and Answer I had
promised after the premiere. By then, I had settled down a bit. The hard part was over. My three
friends and 25 virtual participants had seen me perform. Now all I had to do was answer some
questions. Once I had the Facebook Live setup, I was kind of terrified that no one would ask me
anything. Thankfully my English professors who I had invited came through, starting the
discussion. The obvious thought and care put into the questions meant a lot to me.
I was asked how performing the pieces impacted my understanding of them. I was asked
how I felt about sharing “taboo” subjects with my family and friends. I was asked if I felt like
Taylor Swift. I answered honestly, mentioning the difficulty of reliving the experiences in my
pieces as well as how I thought it was important to talk more openly about intimacy. And yes, I
did feel a bit like Taylor Swift at the moment, thank you very much. The only question I didn’t
answer with complete honesty was what the inspiration behind “Out of Shape” was. I said
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something vaguely about having a toxic relationship with my boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend, but I
didn’t mention catfishing at all. I closed my laptop screen feeling similarly to how I did after my
performance. Let-down. My friends congratulated me, but they were otherwise quiet about my
performance and in my insecurities, I felt that was a rejection. I Facetimed my mother to ask how
she felt about it, and she told me she was proud of me. Still, I felt that she didn’t understand why
it was so important for me. I don’t think I knew why it was so important to me. I didn’t
understand at the time that my audience wouldn’t have fully formed reactions after watching my
performance. After all, it was the first time that most of them had encountered these pieces while
I had been memorizing them for months. This means that it was their first time to make meaning
with my pieces and because meaning making is so intrinsic on its growth over time, many of my
audience members probably wouldn’t reach the same level of meaning I had with the text for a
long time.
Judith Butler reminds us in the book Gender Troubles that our performances of self at
once reiterate our past understandings and are also a struggle over new meanings that are forever
open to resurfacing through new encounters. My performance is up online, where it can be
returned to by others and by me. The meaning-making continues in my own life and in others’
lives after the encounter. I know this reality, but at the end of the premiere, without immediate
continued conversation to process it, I felt ashamed at my experiences. I associated the
discomfort with being vulnerable as a sign that I did something wrong. However, opportunities
to (re)understand the significance and how I reacted to my own performance continued. (Butler)
Later that night, I received a poster from a friend who had watched the performance
virtually. Knowing my love for collage art, she had designed a digital collage full of pink
images: a girl with pink hair, pink candy, a pink sunset. In big letters was the quote, “The older I
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get / the smaller I feel” from my piece “Dating Show.” Looking at the work she had put into the
collage, the giant pit in my stomach began to fade. I realized perhaps for the first time that I had
just spoken my truth in front of all my friends and family and that wasn’t cringey or
embarrassing. And it had spoken to someone.

Epilogue of Sorts
I took forever to write this reflection, and I realized it was because I still hold deep
insecurities and shame about myself and my role as a woman. Though my friends and family
consider me brave for talking about my sexual life and my dating history, it was really hard for
me to recognize it myself my self-doubt overshadowed every accomplishment. Recently, I told
my therapist how stressed I was about finishing my thesis. She wanted to know more about it, so
I told her: the heartbreak and manipulation that had served as the inspiration, the physical
reaction I had in the middle of filming, the party my friends held for me, the way everyone got
quiet when it was clear I was talking about sex. As I worked through it out loud, I was suddenly
able to connect all the dots in my head and realize why this experience had been so hard for me.
The truth is, I had been brave and that’s why it made me so uncomfortable. I spoke
honestly about my experience as a woman and how hard it has been to feel comfortable with my
body when systems of power are always trying to control it. I talked about the devastation of my
first heartbreak without turning it into a joke. I performed a piece talking directly to the person
who catfished me, telling them exactly how they had made me feel. I was vulnerable and frank
and still in the process of healing.
Amid writing this artist statement, I have spent time editing my website to include both
the poetry performance and the question-and-answer videos on a special page specifically
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focused on my thesis. In the process, I have re-watched both, and I am finally able to be truly
proud of what I have accomplished. The woman on my screen is finally beautiful to me. Her
fidgeting hands as she tries to calm her nerves. The tears in her eyes when she recalls what it felt
like to lose her virginity. Her dimple when she’s trying to keep the tone light when she feels
anything but. It has taken over twenty pages and more than a few sources to love her, but I would
do it again to experience this blossoming of delight for her and what she’s achieved. I would do
it all again. The meanings of performance ethnographic poetry continue long after the
performance event.
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Appendix A: “Windows”
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Appendix B: “Dating Show”
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Appendix C: “Out of Shape”
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Appendix D: “My First”
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