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Abstract:

The exhibition Bleached Out Reef takes coral ecology and, and especially coral 
bleaching, as an extended metaphor around queerness, thriving, community, and 
coping mechanisms. This paper, also titled Bleached Out Reef, explains some of 
the thoughts behind the visual work and the strategies used in the exhibition. 
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Bleached Out Reef 

This project is dedicated to 

Joyous K Beverly-Bundles 

(1990-2022). First my sister, 

sometimes my child, and always 

my teacher. We first met camping 

at Short Mountain Sanctuary, a 

queer land project in Tennessee. 

The first time I saw her she was 

asleep on a light-up mattress 

sculpture I made. There was a 

loud party in the forest going on at 

sunrise, but she was asleep on a 

light-up mattress. Later that 

summer, she turned up at my 

apartment in Chicago and stayed 

there on and off for several years. 

Late this winter, she died of an 

overdose. She was found just 

outside her apartment. 

None of the hundreds of 

family she had in Chicago, New 

Orleans, New York City, Atlanta, 

Tennessee, or elsewhere know the 

full story of her death. This “full 

story” belongs to institutions that we aren’t a part of. These institutions didn’t care about 

figuring out the end of this story to begin with, let alone sharing it with us. These 

institutions made it hard for her in life, and obscured her vibrancy in death. But, I and 

we, her queer family, do know the story, both of her life and her death. 
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The World Wildlife Fund has a wonderfully succinct definition of coral bleaching 

I’ve found it hard to improve upon: 

“Coral bleaching happens when corals loose their vibrant colors and turn 

white. But there’s a lot more to it than that. Coral are bright and colorful 

because of microscopic algae called zooxanthellae. The zooxanthellae 

live within the coral in a mutually beneficial relationship, each helping the 

other survive. But when the ocean environment changes—if it gets too 

hot, for instance—the coral stresses out and expels the algae. As the 

algae leaves, the coral fades until it looks like it’s been bleached. If the 

temperature stays high, the coral won’t let the algae back, and the coral 

will die.” 

This show is about coral bleaching. One may take this work as an environmental 

parable about the already-present crises caused by human-derived climate 

change. But, this show is really presenting an extended metaphor about queerness, 

thriving, interconnectedness, and the contemporary condition. There is no one-to-one in 

this metaphor. It is imprecise, sometimes contradictory, and often ambivalent. What 

follows in this writing is a selection of short essays exploring some themes in Bleached 

Out Reef. They are presented without hierarchy. Please think of these fragments like the 

objects in the gallery, or corals in a reef. Each is distinct, but part of a greater whole. 

Each interacts with and informs the others, but to unify them into a single entity would 

be to do them disservice.  
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On queers as coral 

Coral reefs are communities that allow difference to thrive. The corals are the 

defining feature of reefs, but other organisms are also integral parts of reef ecology. 

Coral reefs are interconnected superorganisms, full of complex webs of interrelationality 

that defy attempts to classify. Like corals, queer people build reefs. In these queer reefs, 

like in coral reefs, divisions that typically stratify society such as age, race, and class are 

more porous. Unrelated individuals live in close proximity and support each other 

through highly specific and evolved relationships. 

Coral reefs are home to over 25% of known marine species, yet cover far less 

than 1% of the ocean floor. Despite the small territory claimed by reefs they are among 

the most important ecosystems on earth both in terms of biodiversity and planetary 

health. In the vast oceans of space inhabited by humanity, we tend to find queers 

concentrated in particular areas, much like how corals build reefs. Often these areas are 

urban centers, the Chicagos, New Yorks, and Berlins of the world. But there are smaller 

reefs too like rural land projects and squat houses. It is also worth noting that despite 

the ratio of queers to straights, queers account for an outsize amount of cultural 

production and intellectual diversity, mirroring the biodiversity of reefs.  
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 Corals need things like consistent water temperatures, low turbidity, and stable 

salinity and water chemistry to form reefs. Queers are less specific and often they thrive 

in areas at the fringe. But, where they agglomerate, they form networks similar to coral 

reefs. Resources are shared, symbiotic relationships are formed, and new ways of 

making a life in a hostile and dangerous world are created. 

 Many corals have bizarre reproductive cycles and strategies. Corals are made of 

polyps. Polyps are tiny individual animals. In many corals, but not all, the polyps secrete 

a hard skeleton of calcium carbonate and create a structure that houses many individual 

polyps. The primary way that corals reproduce is through asexual budding. One polyp 

will split into two polyps and thus the colony will grow. In captivity, corals are propagated 

by “fragging” (short for fragmenting). The aquarist will prune a part of the mature colony 

off and attach it to a ceramic plug with epoxy. Then the attached fragment will slowly 

grow into another mature colony.  

 Corals also reproduce sexually though synchronized broadcast spawning. In 

response to multiple environmental cues, corals will release eggs and sperm into the 

water in a mass spawning event. The fertilized eggs grow into larval corals called 

planulae. These planulae will drift along as plankton until a suitable area to settle and 

begin a colony is formed. 

 Hydras, cnidarian animals closely related to corals, even go even further. Their 

colonies asexually reproduce free swimming adult animals that sexually reproduce. The 

stationary colonies are called “asexually reproducing juvenile adults”. This reproductive 
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strategy to me closely mirrors how queerness is reproduced in the world. No one 

learned how to be queer from their parents. Generations and family structures in queer 

kin groups are complex and non-hierarchical. Colonies of queers in vibrant reefs spawn 

off new, fully formed adults, pregnant with ideas and symbionts, that then go out into the 

world to start their own colonies.  

On consent, touch, and erotics 

 The architecture of a coral reef is an architecture of erotics. In a reef every 

individual is beautiful, different, naked, close, and together. Corals build their colonies 

until they press up against someone(thing?) they don’t like. Sweeper tentacles deploy 

and growth is reoriented (though thousands of individual selfs) in a new direction. 
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Corals bud, this way, or that. Sometimes everyone spawns on a lunar calendar, just for 

collective release. Generations start, continue, learn, and grow at the same time. They 

build happy skeletons and die on each other until islands form and new terrestrial 

beings try to do what they have done.   

 In coral reefs, many diverse animals live in close proximity with each other. 

These animals have limited means of communicating with each other. Yet, the 

architecture of a coral reef reflects each individuals preferences, affinities, and conflicts 

with neighbors. I am interested in this exhibition (and in my life) in exploring alternative 

models of consent and positioning touch as a sense every bit as valuable to think and 

live with as the privileged senses of sight and sound.  

 The only thing I hate more than being told what to do, is telling others what to do. 

All of the work in Bleached Out Reef is meant to be interacted with physically and 

orchestrating this interaction without relying on didactics or explanation was one of the 

great challenges and (I think) great successes of this exhibition. To do this I employed 

several strategies. As a gallery guide, I provided a silicone fidget popper devoid of text 

other than the show title. This physical token designed to be prodded, poked, and 

played with served as a metonym guiding viewer interaction. I also repeated the main 

sculpture at three different scales inviting three different ways for viewers to interact with 

the work: the finger, the arm/hand, and the body. Even small choices in hardware hint at 

the fact that the art can be touched. Assembling and disassembling the main tent does 

not require any tools and the even the plexiglass bubbles the drawings are framed 

under are affixed with knurled thumb-nuts that can be removed by hand.  
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 My goal in inviting, but not orchestrating or demanding, this sort of touch and 

interaction, is to collapse and confuse hierarchies around art, erotics, pleasure, and 

viewership. My hope was to turn the gallery into an anarchic and utopic space not unlike 

a darkroom at a club or a bathhouse where normative conventions around touch and 

consent are collectively reimagined. It was not my intent that the kind of interactions that 

viewers would have with each other would be sexual. But, by quite literally turning up 

the light, framing the exhibition as clinical and scientific, and allowing viewers to interact 

without instructions, I wanted to provide a space where the audience could think about 

consent, erotics, and touch in an art context, and hopefully, beyond the gallery as well. 

 Though I specifically chose to veneer Bleached Out Reef with a scientific and 

sterile sheen, the exhibition draws heavily on materials, imagery, and colors that hint at 

underlying erotics. Part of my attraction to corals is their physical resemblance to sex 

organs and the three corals I chose to work with in this exhibition, Cynarina lachrymalis, 

Pennaria tiarella, and Favia spp. reference the erogenous zones of the anus, the 

phallus, and the brain respectively. The first iteration of the tripled sculpture that the 

viewer experiences renders the corals cast in flesh-like silicone turning these objects 

into curious sex toys. The second is in unglazed and burnished low fire ceramic lending 

them a seductive and warm surface. This iteration still bares marks of my fingers from 

the intimate making process and viewers are invited to touch what I have touched. The 

fragility of the ceramic adds an element of danger and trust to this act as well. 
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 In the final room-size version of the sculpture, viewers can enter a space 

reminiscent of the 70s sunken living room pleasure-pit complete with shag carpet and 

pillows and a blanket printed with the coral imagery. In this version, the participants start 

to become the corals and can interact with both other viewers and the ersatz printed 

pillow corals. These pillows are not the corals, but a reminder, or souvenir, of the 

bleached corals. This version of the sculpture, where the scale of the tent is shifted to 

human size and the corals are rendered as flattened consumer objects, reinforces the 

more simplistic, but still important, reading of Bleached Out Reef as an explicitly 

environmental parable.  

 It is worth noting that in all versions of the sculpture, translucent plastics are 

employed doubling the voyeuristic erotics of participating with the work. You can see 

others participating with and becoming part of the work, and you can also take pleasure 

in being seen. Lastly, the dome-like form of plastic tents is based on a fish trap where 

fish can swim in, but find it difficult to escape. Viewers are lured into participation, 
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perhaps knowingly, perhaps not, into these traps by seductive materials and suggestive 

forms and may find it hard to escape the entanglement, if not physically, hopefully 

mentally.  

On characters, branding, and merchandise 

 The three corals in Beached Out Reef appear in multiple iterations in this show. 

There is the Pennaria tiarella primary polyp resembling a fringed penis, Cynarina 

lachrymalis which looks like a flowery anus, and a Favia species resembling a brain with   

cerebral and scrotal folds. This show is about more than these specific characters, but 

these three are the main characters of this spin off. I began to think of them as branded 

characters like Huey, Louie, and Dewey from “Duck Tails” that can reappear in any 

iteration on any object or merchandise. They appear as a digital sculpts cast in silicone, 

as works on paper, as ceramic maquettes, printed on pillows, and as a recurring 

simplified graphic icon on the fidget popper gallery guide and wall vinyl. There is also 

“digital content” accessible through a QR code (incorporating the show’s graphic icon) 

on the wall vinyl including a link to a playlist, an instagram account with show 

documentation, information on the ecological phenomena of coral bleaching, and the 3D 

files that I sculpted available on Thingiverse with a “Creative Commons - Attribution - 

Non-Commercial - No Derivatives” license. There is no coding or web design in this 

digital content, and I relied on ad-hoc tools built into commercial websites such as 

Linktree, YouTube, and Instagram to create this content — the same free strategies 

used by social media influencers to build a fan base.  
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 Within the gallery and the logic of Bleached Out Reef, these three corals are 

endlessly reproducible. Outside of the gallery, I want these three corals, and this show, 

to be endlessly accessible and hopefully reproduced by others. My reasoning for this is 

twofold. First, branding and character building are strategies used by everyone, and 

especially young queer people, in the production of digital identities on social media. 

These identities and the characters we create are an incredibly important part of 

circulating, replicating, and mutating queerness especially in a post-COVID present. By 

employing the same strategies used on social media it is my intention to position 

Bleached Out Reef and these three corals as a part of this conversation.  

 Secondly, by employing the strategies of both referencing merchandise and 

distributing content freely, I hope to place my work outside of the commercial art world. I 

am far more interested in having the objects that I make be things that people think, live, 

and play with (an erotic relationship) rather than things that hold value (a capitalist 
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relationship). It is important for me that my art be accessible both intellectually and 

financially. I did sell work from this show, but did so roughly at-cost. I had a “gift shop” 

set up at the opening and sold both the silicone fidget popper gallery guide (a “catalog” 

of sorts) for $10 and the silicone castings in the smallest version of the sculpture for $20 

each or the set of 3 for $50. I sold the printed pillows for what it cost to have them 

printed and they will be included in an upcoming exhibition at NYU Gallatin this summer, 

Fluid Matters, Grounded Bodies: Decolonizing Ecological Encounters. The curator of 

this show, who is not a person I know IRL, reached out to me on social media to 

purchase and include the work— proof that works of art needn’t have excessive 

commercial value and that the sharing of work on digital platforms is an important 

aspect of how how curators, artists, and all thinkers are creating connections and ideas 

in the 2020s. The creation and distribution of digital content for free, including the real 

skilled and artistic labor of digital sculpture, further democratizes the work and allows 

myself (and hopefully others) to distribute Bleached Out Reef beyond the temporal, 

geographical, and institutional boundaries of a five-day thesis show at an elite 

Northeastern private university where the doors lock at 5 PM. 
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On the DIY and world building 

 I wanted Bleached Out Reef to function as an immersive installation. Thought 

provoking aesthetic experiences are not solely the purview of the art gallery and often, 

when I encounter art in unexpected places, it leads to a deeper engagement with the 

art. I’ve found success turning non-gallery spaces, such as malls and libraries, into 

places to view art, but have always struggled to transform galleries. My previous 

attempts to turn a white cube institutional space into anything other or more than an 

institutional gallery space fell short. Put bluntly, the standard conventions for showing art 

in a white, rectangular room make it difficult to transform that space into anything other 

than a gallery. Those artists that manage to really transform gallery spaces often have 

budgets, resources, and timelines that are out of reach for most emerging artists.  
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 In order to make Bleached Out Reef into an installation that is immersive, I relied 

on two primary strategies. The first strategy was to lean into the conventions of 

whiteness and bright lighting that define art galleries. In other words, if you can’t beat 

them, join them. The color pallet (if you could even call it that) of Bleached Out Reef is 

restricted to a range from transparent to white to Caucasian flesh tones. Many of the 

works in the show are “barely there” tonally and recede into the architecture of the 

gallery.  

 Lighting and shadows also fuse the work to the physical space of the gallery. The 

entire show is lit by a series of five cool-temperature LED street lights that arc out from 

the south gallery wall and form a center line of lighting. These lights also exist as a 

“work” within the installation. Merely changing the lighting of the gallery does transform 

it into a different sort of space. Making the lighting architectural references both the 

swing-arm lighting of the laboratory or medical office and street illumination. The 
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temperature of the lighting is also sufficiently close enough to typically gallery lighting as 

to not obviously attempt to turn the gallery into something completely different the way 

backlighting or colored lights would, but different enough to contribute to a sense of 

uncertainty about the room as a gallery. Shadows also play an important role in filling 

the void of the gallery space with “art”. Bleached Out Reef is a very sparse show, but by 

arranging both the lights and the three main sculptures along a central axis and heavily 

employing transparent materials, ethereal and symmetrical shadows appear on the 

walls and floor of the gallery.  

 The second world-building strategy I used in Bleached Out Reef is a reliance on 

simplistic, recognizable materials and DIY aesthetics. This strategy is closely tied to  the 

kind of joyous, collaborative life-building that takes place in queer communities. The 

best parties don’t take place in the mega clubs with expensive sound systems, long 

lines, and high production lighting and decor. They are the 12 hour after parties with 

friends DJing from YouTube as the sun comes up. The homes we want to live and be in 

aren’t the slick lofts with designed interiors. They are the repurposed storefronts and 

squats strewn with mismatched furniture, friend’s art, and the detritus of living a life that 

is about accumulating the things that bring us happiness. Queerness isn’t about making 

do with what we have access to. It is about making better with less.  
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 Bleached Out Reef intentionally references contemporary art’s obsession with 

slickness. But, it does so in a low-budget and low-fi way. There is no mystery in the 

materials or fabrication of the work. This is most exemplified by the recurring use of 

PVC pipe in the show. PVC is affordable, easily accessible, and interchangeable (one 

PVC pipe is basically the same as the next). PVC is typically used for transmitting fluids 

(already a queer purpose of sorts) where it is connected in straight lines with simple-to-

use angular slip joints. In Bleached Out Reef I approached PVC with a queer eye to 

elevate it to new purposes, pushed it to its material limits to find beauty, and explored 

our relationship to a material that is base and typically hidden from view. PVC arms 

define delicate and precise curves gracefully arching out from the wall to pendulously 

support the central LED street lights. The frame of the largest sculpture is nothing more 

than about a $100.00 of 3/4” PVC pipe and some (poorly) welded steel connectors all 
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precariously but firmly held together through forces of tension and flexibility inherent 

(but not important to the intended use) in PVC.  

 It is worth mentioning that when the show is deinstalled, the PVC returns to its 

“straight” shape and the use of easily replaceable and cheap PVC for all the large 

elements in the show lends an air to the traveling circus to the whole show— that is it 

can be packed down and set up again without the typical fuss of transporting large 

works of art. Other elements of the show including the dangling electrical cords from the 

lights, the repurposing of RV skylight domes to frame works on paper, and obsessive 

and obvious use of off-the-shelf hardware reinforce this message of making the sublime 

happen with the materials that we have access to. 
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On models, maquettes, classrooms, and toys 

 The central axis of sculptures in Bleached Out Reef form a triad of pedagogical 

objects. An important reference for me is assembling this show was the modern, 

interactive science museum that uses strategies of interactivity and immersion to teach 

information.  

 The smallest sculpture is a model meant to contain a wealth of specific  

information in a compact package. I have always drawn inspiration from model making 

practices, especially the late 19th century glass models of marine invertebrates by the 

Blaschkas. I often approach making art as a model making practice, and teach it that 

way as well. Take for instance the model of an inner ear you might see at a doctors 

office. The model shifts scale, simplifies form, employs cutouts and overlays, and uses 

non-natural colors to make explicit specific information that can easily be understood 

and used as a tool by both the doctor and the patient. Like a model maker, I think about 

what formal, color, and material choices I as a sculptor can use to make explicit the 

information I want my objects to convey.  
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 The middle sculpture is a maquette. A maquette is a different sort of learning 

object that artists, architects, and craftspeople use to plan and think through projects. 

Maquettes are personal, transitional, and exemplify learning-through-doing. The 

maquette was the first piece created for this show, and the piece that is most “crafted” 

and bears the traces of my hand. By including the maquette, my hope is that viewers 

can begin to trace my making process and think about the relationship between material 

and intellectual labor in artistic practice.  

 I have a vivid childhood memory of a traveling planetarium that came to my 

elementary school. It was an inflatable dome that was set up in the gymnasium and 

class by class we would enter, sit crosslegged on the floor, and the traveling 

planetarium man would project stars and planets and explain to us what we were 

seeing. Like this traveling planetarium, the final, large sculpture is a classroom of sorts. 

It is a specific architecture designed to teach something. It is a preschool classroom 

with carpeting and nap pillows as much as it is a laboratory for conducting experiments. 

Many of the best conversations I had during the run of Bleached Out Reef took place 

sitting within the large tent and looking out at the show in the surrounding gallery.  
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 All three versions of the sculptures, and the silicone fidget popper gallery guide, 

are also toys that viewers can interact with. Toys are the pedagogical objects par 

excellence and manipulating toys to learn about the world is the earliest form of human 

learning, occurring far before any verbal thought takes place. Toys are also erotic 

objects— we project our fantasies and desires onto toys. It is telling that the umbrella 

category for dildos, vibrators, and the like is “adult toys”, and phrases like “boys and 

their toys” (exemplifying cishetero fantasies about masculinity and cars or jet skis) 

persist. Even as adults the category of “toy” is highly erotic. In this show playing is a 

form of erotics, making is a form of erotics, and learning and teaching are a form of 

erotics as well. 

On crisis, coping, anxiety, and agency (and drugs) 

 This world is in a state of crisis. Crisis here is many things: it is climate change, it 

is politics, it is capitalism, it is the various phobias of the other (trans, homo, xeno, etc.), 

it is racism, it is pandemic, it is local, and it is global. Currently, many people (including 

myself) have the privilege of occupying and attending to this world without a daily sense 

of crisis. But, for some, this crisis is daily and present. As we move further into the 21st 

century, the class of people worldwide experiencing the crisis as daily and present will 

be growing exponentially. People with uteruses in the United States are one of the most 

recent classes transitioning from from low-grade to acute crisis. They are joining the 

likes over-policed black youth and sex workers as a class of people that must navigate 

a world that is increasingly hostile to them, but with very real consequences should they 

fail to acknowledge the threat. They must inhabit a state of constant awareness of a 

world that is openly hostile. We might call this living-with-crisis anxiety. 

 Anxiety is in a complex relationship with agency. On one hand, being entirely 

unable to control a situation may lead to anxiety. For example: some people are anxious 

on flights because there is absolutely nothing they can do to control the situation. This 

kind of anxiety is present when we feel there is nothing we can do to combat climate 

change or dismantle systems of oppression as individuals. But, paradoxically, having 

agency in a situation can also lead to anxiety. For example, thinking “I should 
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responding to my emails, but I’m not” also leads to anxiety. This kind of thinking can 

also be expanded to a global sense of anxiety when we examine our actions (or lack 

thereof) as individuals to combat climate change or dismantle systems of oppression 

when we feel we ought do more. The complex relationship between anxiety and agency 

can manifest in obsessive-compulsive disorders. 

 It should come as no surprise that anxiety spiked during the COVID-19 pandemic 

as the risks to health and life caused by that pandemic did not discriminate based on 

income, race, sexuality, etc. For the first time, the privileged subject had to live with a 

daily feeling of crisis. We all inhabited a space of doing concrete actions to “stop the 

spread”, while knowing that our actions alone could do nothing.  
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 One of the most curious cultural artifacts to arise from this moment of collective 

cultural cognitive dissonance is the fidget popper. Fidget poppers are part of a category 

of toys that are physically manipulated, serve no purpose, and are touted as tools to 

improve mental health, keep children focused, and relieve anxiety. I have yet to figure 

out why repetitive and meaningless tactile motion is calming, or at least enjoyable. One 

theory I have  is that in a world where we constantly press on unyielding glass screens 

we yearn for the tactile squish and auditory “pop” of these meaningless toys. Another 

theory is that in a bizarre post-modern twist on Marx, performing repetitive, manual 

labor that obviously does not produce capital is somehow soothing— Fidgets as mass-

produced, mass-marketed, coping mechanisms for the anxiety caused by late 

capitalism and alienated labor.  

 Regardless, the fidget popper gallery guide in Bleached Out Reef is both a subtle 

nudge towards interactivity and a symbol for anxiety and coping mechanisms. The 

anxiety present in these printed fidget poppers is twofold. It is my personal anxiety: 

about making art in a world in crisis; and about my own agency, identity, and politics. It 

is also the worldwide anxiety of inhabiting a world in crisis, especially in regards to 

climate change.  
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 The silicone fidget poppers inhabit the space between anxiety and agency. We 

can manipulate these objects (that in their own small way have also contributed to 

climate change) and feel a bit better. But, we can’t really do anything as individuals to 

alter the collision course that this planet is on. This ambivalent messaging about agency 

and climate change is reinforced by the intentionally ambivalent wall text stating that 

“This guide is available for purchase for $10. Half of all proceeds go to support the 

environment”. Is the “environment” here the gallery owned by Cornell University, the 

environment I (as the artist) have created, or an unnamed environmental non-profit? 

And, would it even matter? 

(On drugs) 

 Finding ways to live in this failing world involves coping mechanisms. Coping 

mechanisms can be unhealthy or maladaptive, such as the expulsion of zooxanthellae 

by corals in response to rising water temperatures. Or they may be more-or-less benign 

such as fidget poppers. One coping mechanism in particular that runs throughout 

Bleached Out Reef  is drugs. There is no real one-to-one here, but in many ways, drugs 

are symbionts of queer culture. They allow us to think and imagine differently, and aid 

us in creating temporary utopias as a respite from a hostile world. It is telling that the 

drug of choice in queer party culture (nb: not “rave culture”, or “bath house culture”)  

these days is ketamine, an animal tranquilizer that in my experience, brings me as close 
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to feeling like a coral as I have ever felt. It is non-verbal, sedentary, and allows for a 

collapse between the erotic and the platonic. At many parties I have been to, the climax 

of the night is not the discussions and dancing, but the moment at which we can all shut 

that off and absorb into the world we have created.  

 Part of the reason that drugs like ketamine are an important relief from anxiety is 

precisely because they take away our agency. We can temporarily no longer do 

anything meaningful about the conditions of our life. We can’t discuss our politics, or our 

art, or protest, or care. We are sessile beings of pleasure, feeling our bodies and 

thoughts distort, riding out the waves buffeting the reef until we have to enter the human 

world again. 

 Drugs are a wonderful escape, and I think sometimes, a tool. The kernel was 

planted (or maybe the planula settled) for this show while I was high on ketamine and 
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thinking about corals, bodies, and agency with the curious distant, apolitical kind of 

thought that ketamine produces. But for those who experience crisis as daily and 

present, drugs as a coping mechanism have a risk of becoming maladaptive. Addiction 

can be thought of as a form of bleaching— that is, an unhealthy response to being 

required to inhabit conditions hostile to your being. Addiction is a way to both reckon 

with a world that doesn’t understand how to hold, appreciate, and love you. And it is a 

way to cope with being unable to change that world substantially, both for for yourself 

and others.  

 I’ve lost count of the people in my circles who have died of overdoses. Most were 

barely passing acquaintances, or just friends of friends in different cities. Several were 

people I knew well and had partied with. One was someone whom I shared my life, and 

I miss. 

On bleaching and whiteness 

 In Bleached Out Reef, whiteness and bleaching are polyvalent metaphors. At the 

first level, bleaching is the physical transformation of coral from colorful to ghostly due to 

the maladaptive expulsion of symbiotic zooxanthellae. But bleaching for me is many 

things beyond that. Bleaching is the obsession with cleanliness and separation in a 

post-COVID world. Bleaching is what happens when you take a work from your studio 

and place it in a gallery and hate how the obnoxiously white institutional framework 

overwhelms it. Bleaching is what happens when the commercial art world traps work 

that originated, and should still exist in, DIY and artist-run spaces. Bleaching is the 

obsession with whiteness in aesthetics and anal/genital bleaching and skin lightening 

creams. Bleaching is assimilation and bleaching is the USA of the alt right movement. 

Bleaching is gentrification. Bleaching is the loss of affect and depression when we find 

ourselves in places we don’t thrive in. Bleaching is drugs, both prescription and 

“recreational”, that we use to cope with a world that is in crisis and hostile. Bleaching is 

the constant state of anxiety that comes with being in that world, and the strategies from 

fidget toys to self medication, that we use to cope. Bleach too much, and it is over. 



Bleached Out Reef Image List:


Title Page: Initial sketch for Bleached Out Reef; 2021; crayon, watercolor, and marker, 
on paper


Page 1: Screenshot of Instagram story by @loprochoa remembering Joyous K Beverly 
Bundles; 2022


Page 2: Images of Cynarina spp. corals exhibiting natural coloring and bleaching 


Page 3: Image of a coral reef


Page 4: Image showing coral propagation by fragging


Page 5: Hydra lifecycle. Digital drawing by David Nasca; 2021


Page 6: Images showing viewer interaction with the two smallest sculptures in 
Bleached Out Reef. Corals in the left image are rendered in cast silicone from digital 
sculpts. Corals in the right image are unglazed and burnished low-fire ceramic.


Page 7: Detail of inside the largest tent sculpture showing viewers interacting with the 
printed pillows and blankets. 


Page 8: Installation view of Bleached Out Reef with viewers inside the large tent.

 

Page 9: Drawings of Pennaria tiarella primary polyp, Cynarina lachrymalis, and Favia 
spp. ; crayon, watercolor, and gouache, on paper. Each 15” x 15” unframed. In artist 
made frames of heat-formed acrylic, MDF, gasket foam, and nylon hardware. 17.5” x 
17.5” framed. 


Page 10: Drawings of Pennaria tiarella primary polyp, Cynarina lachrymalis, and Favia 
spp. Alternate view showing the dimensionality of the framing.


Page 11: Simplified graphic icon of corals under a fish trap that recurred in Bleached 
Out Reef digital and promotional materials, as well as on the gallery guide and the 
blanket.  

Page 12: Installation view of Bleached Out Reef. 

Page 13: View of smallest silicone version of sculpture in Bleached Out Reef. Note the 
doubled shadows.


Page 14: Installation view of Bleached Out Reef showing the midsized “maquette” 
version of the sculpture and the drawings. 


Page 15: Installation view looking East. Note the street lights and the shadows.




Page 16: Installation view looking West. Note the street lights and the shadows.


Page 17: Detail view of midsized ceramic maquette version of the sculpture. 


Page 18: Image of David Nasca and Marsha Taichman and David Nasca discussing 
Bleached Out Reef from within the tent.


Page 20: Advertisement for silicone fidget popper toys.


Page 21: Detail image of silicone fidget popper “gallery guide”.


Page 22: Silicone fidget popper gallery guides installed along with text and QR code.


Page 23: Image of Sofia Moreno’s birthday party in Feb. 2017. Image by Armando 
Lozano, IG: @holeboss 
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