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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

CONSTELLATIONS 

 

 

 

 Constellations is a researched book-length lyric essay concerning notions of faith and 

belief weighed against science and the bodily experience, of layers of meaning, of personal truth. 

The piece takes the form of “constellations” of text in place of stars. The text appears on 4x6” 

cards against a black background with speckled white to indicate “space”; white lines suggest an 

assembly which corresponds to a map with instructions. However, the same instructions 

encourage user agency in how to assemble and navigate the work—flipping through the cards in 

a numbered sequence, or in a random sequence, or assembling them according to the map, or 

assembling them as they, the audience, see fit.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Could an essay burst into song? Burst from prose into poetry, snap into a script, dissolve 

into a QR code and then unfold into a broadside? What about app-essays? Virtual reality essays? 

Performance essays? And what of those works which have deviated from their genre’s original 

conventions yet are continuously siloed under an inadequate category? From Montaigne essais to 

Anne Carson’s Nox; from Chaucer to Claudia Rankine. How are we to handle the dissonance of 

including all of these names and works under the same genre umbrellas?  

As tools, written and spoken language have co-evolved with humans and—following 

Stiegler’s expansion on Hegel’s theory of retentions—our supplementary technologies such as 

paper, the printing press, word processing software, and so on. In recent essays from the craft 

anthology Bending Genre, David Lazar and Kazim Ali remind us that gender and genre, coming 

from the same impulse to classify and categorize different “bodies”, have similarly evolved with 

humans, technology, language and writing, and other cultural and political influences.   

My hypothesis, building upon the above influences catalyzed by Butler’s gender 

performativity theory, is that no single work can encompass a full genre and that, like gendered 

actions, every work within a genre is necessarily a variation rather than a copy—largely because 

the authors and their contexts shift significantly with time. Because genre is in some sense as 

unstable as our own gendered bodies, there is no real question of “if”—in order for the concept 

to continue serving us, genre will inevitably shift as it always has.  

In particular, the influence of continuously evolving digital technologies opens 

innumerable doors for form, content, and genre possibilities. We already see this in the 
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emergence and evolution of video essays, both the “higher art” version like Dinty Moore’s 

“History”—in which Moore reflects on his lineage through immersion in and observation of 

contemporary Ireland—as well as the casual video essays on YouTube. Projects like CodeLit are 

taking even recognizable forms and pushing them, or enabling them, to take on new textures. For 

example, in Kate Lucas’s “Poem in which foreboding again figures prominently”, words fade in 

and out of existence across the screen, suggesting, alternatively, lines and their breaks, to a field 

of text, like trying to read a poem through fog. In her 2021 Believer essay “Ghosts”, Vauhini 

Vara incrementally ruminates on her sister’s death with the help of A.I. technology. Again and 

again, Vara tries to tell her own version before letting A.I. step in and attempt to continue the 

narrative based on the information she’s given it. As a teacher at the time of this writing in 2023, 

with such impressive developments in the technology, I still have little to no idea how to combat 

A.I. generated writing in my classroom. 

To be sure, this isn’t an argument for the erasure or death of other genres—I am of the 

opinion that New Journalism is a genre which, by convention, cannot grow dull, only ever 

adapting with us. Instead, I champion an expansion simultaneously within our reach and beyond 

our current vision, an expansion which looks to legitimize still-contested subgenres (such as the 

lyric essay), as well as to look forward toward future branchings. Hybridity and cross-

disciplinary work is on the rise across disciplines, and the literary community is no exception—

nor is it exempt, I believe, from the inevitability of this crossover, what some call a muddling 

and others a natural evolution. Why not work with this inevitability? There are literary, narrative, 

structural possibilities likely beyond our imagination at this point—and that is the space I want to 

work in, both theoretically and in my own practice. 
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My interdisciplinary practice is heavily influenced by both my B.F.A. in sculpture and 

my extensive involvement with theatre from middle school through the first few years after I 

graduated from college. From as early as first semester freshman year, professors recommended 

I take creative writing classes; much of my work involved narrative and/or textual elements, 

including performances of my writing. For example, my third year, I created an interactive 

installation piece in the form of a color-by-numbers template; each number corresponded to three 

prompts based on viewer experiences. “Color the number 3: the color of your bed sheets or; the 

color of your car or; the color of your first kiss.” Upon reading these series of choose-your-own-

adventure prompts, my professor said simply, “This is a poem.” 

I revisited the form years later, at the beginning of the pandemic, this time purposefully 

shaping the instructions into a poem, one which played with but inevitably discarded the form. 

This poem was my first published work.  

 

 

In hindsight, of course, I see the writing on the wall, how I was exploring every possible 

avenue trying to make work I couldn’t quite articulate in the vocabulary of any discipline I’d 

inhabited thus far. But many of my favorite artists and works of that time spoke directly to my 

sensibilities as not only a writer, but an interdisciplinary maker. When her partner broke up with 

her via email, closing with a formal “take care of yourself,” Sophie Calle reproduced the letter 
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and sent it to over 130 women of varying professions from dancer to linguist to psychiatrist. This 

outsourcing to various positions of authority in an attempt to understand a significant event, to 

dissect it or approach it from as many angles as possible, heavily mirrors the drive of the 

traditional essay. Can Take Care of Yourself therefore be read through the lens of, if not an essay 

as a noun, then essay as a verb? Is essay even enough to describe a project which feels like an 

essay, a performance, a deconstructed narrative, and an attempt at objectivity? A creation yet 

release or surrender of authorship and authorial intent, to whatever extent that is actually 

possible? 

Tara Donovan’s sculptures make the familiar foreign and hypnotizing again.  

 

       

Fig. 1. Donovan, Tara. Untitled (Styrofoam Cups). 2003/2008 
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Fig. 2. Donovan, Tara. Colony. 2005 

 

And Sarah Sze’s installations telescope in scale, immersing audiences in everyday 

objects, asking us to reevaluate our relationship to them the way an essay can elevate the 

mundane to something almost holy. 
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Fig. 3. Sze, Sarah. Just Now Dangled Still. 2008 
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Fig. 4. Sze, Sarah. Seamless. 1999.  
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Constellations 

 

Constellations began with two kernels of curiosity: the moon’s influence on tides, 

weather, and other terrestrial phenomena, and astrology, with its rich, enduring, and 

misunderstood aspirations of mapping the human terrain in the stars. Between these ideas, I 

found myself wondering, not for the first time, whether any celestial forces had a direct, 

terrestrial impact on humans—on our personalities, on our development, on the biology that 

composes us. Through a cyclical process between research, writing, repeat, I found myself 

exploring ideas of belief (religion, spirituality, mythology) and science (genetics, chronobiology, 

astronomy), of origins and development, of nature versus nurture—of our constantly shifting 

selves.  

As I researched, I found myself drafting various interconnected text groupings which 

refused a linear organization—much to my initial frustration and eventual obsession. Once I 

accepted I’d found content which resisted a received form, the work became as much a puzzle as 

inquiry. Constellation as a form emerged quickly and organically both as a way of organizing the 

information, but also as a way of subversion of astrology’s origins. Where ancient astrologers 

imposed narrative onto existing stars and planets, Constellations does not follow predetermined 

constellations; their connections are specific to my experiences. In this way, I hope much of the 

original implications have fallen away, allowing for the idea of constellations to divorce itself 

from “Nature.”  
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In addition to the subversion of the form, I found myself endeavoring to surrender 

authorial intention in favor of “audience” interaction, “completion”, and interpretation, much as I 

had in earlier works during undergrad. The piece both comes with a map for assembly, as well as 

the option for randomized reading. The resulting hybrid, book-length creative work melds 

lyricism with a memoir-cum-cultural-critique. We might even classify this as a kind of hermit 

crab form where the personal material nestles into the “shell” of constellations to hold what 

another container cannot. While I wouldn’t say I feel vulnerably about any material I’ve shared, I 

do think the work and its form still do the job of a hermit crab piece in encasing what might 

otherwise be formless and incongruous.  

While I don’t recall thinking about them actively during my writing practice, I can easily 

identify a number of crucial influences in the thinking behind this work. In Nox, I considered 

Anner Carson’s productive, controlled unraveling through form, and how it’s accordion shell 

physically mirrored the expansiveness of grief. I think also of Sarah Minor’s Bright Archive, 

which challenged my understanding of the shape and structure of essays much like Ander 

Monson’s Neck Deep and Vanishing Point did. In Minor’s essay “Handling the Beast”, the 

dotted lines and scissor silhouette simultaneously evoke childhood crafts while inviting actual 

participation. Cut them out! Shuffle them around! Read in whatever order you choose! Such 

surrender of authorial intention continues to inspire me. Paisley Rekdal similarly facilitates 

audience agency in her recent project West: A Translation in which participants are able to 

choose one of several Chinese characters, each of which links to a different poem, some videos 

and others not. Each is self-sustained; each is part of a larger web. Subconsciously at the time, I 

was trying to steal from each of these masters, trying to solve the same puzzle differently.  
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 As much as this introduction serves to diagram my background, influences, personal 

practices and philosophies, and my assessment of the works themselves—as much as I’ve 

discovered about myself and my writing—I look back at the last few pages and see a lot of 

questions, direct and indirect, addressed and implied. They sprout and multiply like a hydra, but 

like more like a chimera, each head different.  

After my college graduation, when I chose to pursue writing, I’d thought I had to choose; 

I’d thought I had to leave visual arts behind. 8 years later, I see everything I’ve done as tools 

within a larger toolbox, one not necessarily bound by disciplines that comprise it. In some ways, 

I feel like I am working my way toward an interdisciplinary practice at the intersection of past 

and potential future skill sets. I feel liberated to make the work I want to make, regardless of 

disciplinary boundaries. 
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