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In the Summer of 2017 I was asked to participate as 
the writer in residence for a project called THE 
ARK organized by the artist Grace Ndiritu at Les 
Laboratories d’Aubervillers, Paris. 

The following text is the outcome of my time there. 



PRE      FACE



         

I met Grace through an Academia.edu message in November of
2016. It was the first time I’d ever had communication
through that platform. I tend to first assume that any
messages/emails I get offering opportunities are scams
(luckily, I’m usually wrong) so at first I was really
surprised to hear from Grace about the project. I looked at
Grace’s writing and work and found a lot of common
interests in what she was doing, so I decided that no
matter what, it would be fun to talk.



We finally Skyped in February to talk about the project, 
and had a nice conversation. At the time I wasn’t sure if I 
would be able to go because of work and money, so I also 
sent along a list of people whose schedules were more 
flexible and who were more supported by academic 
institutions. However, in the end Grace told me she still 
preferred me for the project, and I ended up being able to 
get time off work and some outside funding. Our 
correspondence was completely online before I arrived at 
The Ark.



THE ARK is a proposal for living in a 
cross-disciplinary art-working environment. It will 
invite people from different backgrounds to work 
and live together for eight days, exchanging ideas 
and experiences in relation to making collaborative 
and shared artworks and art-thinking.

Ndiritu believes that Art-Working, and Art-Thinking 
are processes specific to the history and practice 
of art that can navigate the differences between 
distinct disciplines and their ontologies. Ndiritu 
believes that the arts can provide a platform for 
thinking about the contemporary global crisis and 
how to imagine a future beyond our current 
horizons.

THE ARK proposes to break the perception of 
dependence of the South with the North by creating 
a North/South, temporary autonomous community, 
transforming received ideas about how arts/publics 
should be implemented through an appropriation of 
arts spaces. There is a dangerous rhetoric that 
labels the South as a zone which cannot survive
without the North, and whose territories – Latin 
America, Africa and Asia – are dependent on it for 
all their cultural and economic resources. This 
project will encourage North-by-South exchange and 
will commission ‘Art workers’ from all over the 
world to be part of the project.

The project will focus on developing the role of 
artwork in relation to science, spirituality and 
politics. The project will draw on and expand 
artistic research of Grace Ndiritu on communal 
living experiments with collaborative arts 
practice.

Grace’s proposal for The Ark:
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As The Ark drew closer, aspects of the project’s 
constraints began to trickle in. First, the 
off-grid / no-laptop rule, then no phones, then 
finally, mention of a “scientific experiment.” 
I wondered what exactly this would entail, but 
decided that whatever it was, I was already along 
for the ride.  

Friends began to joke about the mystery of the 
experiment and what I was getting myself into.



I texted my mother onboard the plane to let her know that 
I was going to Paris and that she wouldn’t be able to 
reach me for two weeks. Like most things in my life, I 
hadn’t talked to my family about the project. I told her 
I was going to a writing residency, and that we were 
being asked not to use our phones to allow for 
concentration. My phone didn’t work internationally 
anyway except for when on wifi, so I switched it into a 
state of airplane mode that it would remain on for the 
next week. 

When I arrived at Les Laboratoires 20 hours later, I met 
a welcoming Grace behind a metal gate on a rainy 
afternoon outside the project space. I snapped a photo of 
my sleeping quarters before turning my phone off. 

As we trickled in, Grace and the director of Les 
Laboratoires asked us to turn in the following: cell 
phones, laptops, cameras, keys, wallets, and passports. 
Aside from the first two items relating to the ‘off-grid’ 
nature of the project, this was not discussed with 
participants beforehand. However, having no where else to 
go, I followed instructions and handed over my belongings 
to be sealed inside a plastic bag. 

Participants were instructed not to leave the premises, 
and not to talk to the Les Laboratoires staff or public 
for the first 6 days of the project.

In addition, we were given The Ark Four Noble Truths 
by Grace Ndiritu:

COMMUNITY, CORPORATION, CULT
WORKING TOGETHER TOWARDS A PLANT BASED FUTURE
A HAPPY WORKPLACE IS A PRODUCTIVE ONE
BE THE BEST CHARISMATIC CULT LEADER YOU CAN BE 

As the writer, I was allowed to keep my laptop for daily 
entries. I stationed my computer in a corner of the 
meditation room and sat with my back to the door, facing 
the dimly lit labyrinth of mattresses. Each day after 
activities, I came to write. 



DAILY     LOG



Day 1         

I arrive and Grace shows me to my bed. There are rows of 
makeshift rooms, pod-like, sectioned by black curtains each 
with our name pinned to the cloth and a light inside. There 
is no closure, so privacy is instantly negotiated. The beds 
are arranged on a large theater stage, parts of it blocked 
off by more curtains, which I later find will be our 
meditation and classroom. It gives the feeling that what we 
are doing here is all a play, down to the domestic aspects, 
as if an audience will watch us start and end our days from 
the bleachers. 

However, The Ark is closed to spectators until the weekend. 
There are signs taped around the premise apologizing for 
this. As if the removal from sight is something so unusual 
it has to be repeatedly excused for. At what point will the 
curtains drop?

As the group begins to reveal itself I get the sense that 
we are trying to casually piece together why we are here: 
Why us, and not others? Some people in the group had met 
Grace in person, by happenstance, or gotten to know her 
over time leading too participation in The Ark. Others, 
like me, had never met Grace but were contacted online. I 
mention to Rebecca how I sent a list of names of people who 
I thought would have more to contribute to the project than 
me, but either they all said no, or Grace didn’t choose 
them. Rebecca says she did the same. And so we are left to 
wonder. 

“Everyone here seems very…gentle” Rebecca says. And of 
course, this character trait seems to be a process of 
self-selection. We all agreed to be here. 

During Eric’s talk about Biosphere 2, I’m struck by the 
complete whiteness of the first participants. It strikes at 
something I’ve been wondering about our own group. It’s 
true I hadn’t met any of the other participants before 
coming here, but I could start to glean that a majority of 
us were from the US, UK or Europe. And I could start to 
guess that many of us would be white. Upon arrival, those 
suspicions were confirmed (#ArkSoWhite flashes through my 
mind as a joke for our Instagram). This is not to say that 
any of us shouldn’t be here, but it does make me think of 

who could be here in addition to or instead. I know Grace 
considered this, as it was part of our conversations 
leading up to the project. Eric says that the second group 
of Biosphere participants was both more culturally diverse 
and also more successful. We’ll see how we fair… 

I’ve heard Biosphere 2 talked about with interest by 
artists, but until Eric’s talk, I never understood how 
terrifying it was. Sure, the structure itself is beautiful, 
but as Edgardo points out, it’s the ‘most unsustainable 
project on sustainability’ he’s ever seen. In addition to 
the eugenics-vibe that seeing the first crew gives, the 
premise of the project assumes that there is no way to make 
the earth’s atmosphere livable for humans. It’s not an 
experiment on utopian communities or agriculture; it’s an 
experiment in preparation for a completely uninhabitable 
earth. It takes this state as inevitable and unavoidable, 
or not worth avoiding. It makes sense that an oil magnate 
would focus on solutions to survive the destruction of 
global climate change rather than to prevent or mitigate 
it. Unsubscribing from petro-dependency isn’t an option in 
this logic. One must simply wave around extreme 
alternatives: colonies on mars, asteroid mining, the 
proliferation of toxic industries. 

I try to imagine who would be willing to only see 7 other 
people for 2 years, or hypothetically even longer? Someone 
points out how incredible it is that the participants 
surrendered their freedom to this system. But Grace reminds 
us that we’ve also surrendered to The Ark, handing over our 
phones, electronics, wallets, passports, and keys. We’ve 
decided we trust the institution of Les Laboratoires or 
Grace enough to know that this surrender is only temporary 
and will not put us at the risk of harm. But why were we 
able to make this assumption? 

Which brings me back to the question of why and how we are 
each here. 

When asked how the first Biosphere participants were 
chosen, Eric says they were ‘people who were looking for 
something’ and I wonder if that same statement applies to 
us. Certainly lots of people are looking for something. 
Right now, many friends of mine are in similarly utopic 
residencies having discussions on preserving one’s 
existence under the compound threats of climate change, 
racialized violence, and gender discrimination.  



It leads me to another question, which is: who has time to 
think? Because essentially, that’s the something we all put 
aside our responsibilities and surrendered our freedom in 
search of. 1) Because we want time to think, enough to 
accept such a premise and 2) we have some sort of structure 
we can call upon to open up that space, even if (in my 
case) only provisionally in disguise as vacation days. But 
I am continually reminded that not everyone has time to 
think. I’ve intentionally set my life in such away so as to 
allow for it, but for the most part, my family, or 
ancestors as they are referred to during our guided 
meditation, do not. 

During the meditation, Rebecca asks us to imagine our 
oldest living ancestor in a world where the threats of 
climate change are non-existent. She asks us then to 
imagine what they would say. 

I realize during this, that I no longer have many living 
ancestors. They only go back one generation in time, due to 
cancer and malnutrition, gun violence and nuclear 
radiation, alcoholism and accidents. And I think they would 
say, despite great relief at the miraculous mitigation of 
climate change, that it’s not enough. Because they would 
still exist in class-based systems of oppression, and many 
others would still exist in systems of racial oppression, 
gendered oppression, and so on, and they would not have 
time to think. 

And so we have to imagine ends to the perils of climate 
change that also involve the dissolving of these 
oppressions. Because to do otherwise would be incomplete 
and ineffective. 

Before meditation, Rebecca asks us each to state our 
intention for The Ark. Some themes that come up are balance 
work/life self/others and so on. Another is the idea of 
doing as little harm as possible. This seems hard when 
thinking of how most of us came to be here: connected 
through the Internet, funded by academia, fueled 
cross-continent by plane. What is as little as possible in 
our current time? Is balance possible, or even necessary? I 
think of Davi Kopenawa’s words on chaos and the importance 
of imbalance in Yanomami cosmology. But perhaps the problem 
is we don’t recognize our imbalance as chaotic. We don’t 
allow it to tip or spill over into change. 
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Day 2         

In the morning we scry, asking the earth what it sees in 
its future. Some draw what look like medical charts, 
spiking up and down before flat lining. Some draw shapes 
radiating outwards, growing or mutating. Grace draws us all 
back in Africa and the earth looks happy. Otherwise, we 
can’t tell whether these visions are positive or negative. 

Later Edgardo and I talk about humans as an invasive 
species. He tells me that indigenous people where he worked 
in South America respond to the debates over the 
Anthropocene with knowing frustration. ‘Why do they have to 
spend so much time talking about when they became 
destructive? Isn’t it obvious? There’s a tractor on the 
soil. Wouldn’t it be better to stop now rather than 
prolonging the damage over decades of discussion?’

Gleb joins us and we talk about cultures where the 
relationship between life and death is more cyclical. 
Perhaps if we all had such sensible concepts, we’d be more 
prepared to accept the effects of our own 
(self)destruction. 

Anna and Urara lead us in a proposal for a Political Party 
of Animals, wherein we will make costumes and hold a 
protest as extinct species. To prepare, Anna goes through 
slides of select extinct subjects. Each species is followed 
by a sentiment such as ‘they were more easily 
domesticated,’ or most often, ‘look how beautiful they 
were, it’s such a shame.’ She talks about the Lazarus 
Project and new processes of de-extinction, scientists 
trying to bring back extinct species, mostly the 
semi-fantastical ones like the giant moa or the woolly 
mammoth. Like the name, these projects ring of something 
biblical, of an extreme desire to rediscover a world we’ve 
lost. As if now that we’ve contaminated all, lost so much, 
we want to hit reset. The problem with projects like these 
is that they take away the urgency and impetus to preserve: 
to avoid driving a species to extinction in the first 
place. The list of who to call back is based on human 
biases. It’s another Eden play, and one that often ignores 
the necessities of a balanced ecosystem. 

Later we share stories of memorable encounters with other 

animals. The last story is one Edgardo recounts about a 
three-way chase between him, a tarantula, and a parasitic 
wasp trying to lay her eggs inside the tarantula’s back. 
I’ve brought a randomized pile of readings to use for 
divination, and I open it to Blood Child and Amnesty by 
Octavia Butler. Like Aimé Césaire said “It is no longer 
time to be a parasite upon the earth — it is a matter of 
saving it,” and Butler has spun several stories in which 
humans become the host to other parasitic species. What 
might these stories offer us for the future? 

At night a few of us watch the American remake of Solaris. 
It’s completely different from the Tarkovsky film somehow — 
all about an almost-biblical notion of forgiveness.

But in the two Butler stories I read there is no 
forgiveness, which is something I think we have to accept 
at this stage. It’s too late to be forgiven, but it’s not 
too late to change. To quote Césaire once more, “The only 
thing in the world worth starting is the end of the world, 
for Heaven’s sake!” 

Walking through the space at night, past the security guard 
who plays silent witness to our strangeness, I feel like 
I’m trapped on the space station orbiting Solaris. What is 
it about artists and the desire for these constructed 
spaces of seclusion and forced community? What lack in life 
causes us to enter into these temporary, partial utopias? 
My actions seem stranger than they are, running from the 
bathroom to the sleeping quarters barefoot because I’m 
spooked by scenes from the movie and the dark. Like the 
non-human characters in Blood Child and Amnesty, the force 
causing trouble in Solaris is ambiguous in its intention. 
Likewise, Grace continues to spin mystery around us, 
talking of cosmologies that will be revealed and slogans 
laced with unnerving irony.
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Day 3         

The Ark has a ring to it like Heaven’s Gate, which is why 
before coming here I constantly told friends half-jokingly 
‘hopefully its an art project and not a suicide cult.’ My 
solace was that typically, suicide cults always leave a 
messenger, and as the one allowed a laptop for writing, 
perhaps I could be such a scribe. 

Petra starts us off with a talk about what defines a cult. 
There are plenty of jokes about the ambiguity of what we 
are doing here. When we review the qualities of a cult 
leader, Grace says laughing, ‘I’m charismatic, but I’m not 
all those other things!’ I emit a mental sigh of relief 
when Petra reveals that most people who join cults come 
from happy upper and middle-class families; Thanks to fate 
and socioeconomic class I will be spared. 

We talk about the analogues between cult behavior and what 
we take as normal in Western society: the cult of 
capitalism, of neo-liberalism, of mass media. Cognitive 
dissonance occurs when the cult participant is confronted 
with the falsity of that which they took to be true. Often 
they block out this information, afraid to reveal their own 
doubt. But how often do we encounter moments of cognitive 
dissonance in our daily lives? Prior to and after the 2017 
US election, many of us practiced methods for talking to 
people who supported Trump, hoping to reveal these moments 
of dissonance without triggering defense mechanisms. How 
can we break through these false constructs on a global 
scale?

Later Petra has us play a game she calls Alien Invasion. 
The game involves protecting our homes (pieces of 
cardboard) from an alien who wishes to move into our 
neighborhood and subsequently conquer humanity. It’s a 
funny piece of propaganda. With Blood Child and Amnesty in 
the back of my mind, I wonder if we want to defend our 
society. As a group, we are terrible at it. We loose to the 
alien almost instantly, over and over again.

At night I read a short story titled “The Shame of 
Participation” by Hu Fang. It’s about a city whose 
residents are swindled by two artists into giving away 
their family heirlooms and mementos for a public sculpture,



while the contents are secretly auctioned off. There’s 
always something insidious about the art world; the ideas 
and materials and cultures it feeds upon to bolster itself. 
But if one wants to stay within this world, one must even-
tually defend it. 

Perhaps, once cognitive dissonance sets in, it is the shame 
of participation that keeps the cult member clinging to the 
cult. Is the same true for consumer capitalism? Institu-
tional racism? All else we condemn but continue to advance 
through passive violence?

But we don’t talk about these things. Once the broader 
discussion turns to cults and to The Ark itself, it becomes 
harder to write, to think, to make meaning. It’s like the 
content has been sucked out of the room, and conversations 
are kept rotating on a circular track. 
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Day 4         

The heart was heavy. Today we worked on forgiveness, 
sluggishly drifting in and out of sleep and meditation. 
Suddenly we were weaving through the Amazon with Edgardo. 
Finding and keeping a place is hard, he tells us. Recovered 
forest is always different from the forest that grew 
before. Try not to place an ethical judgment on the 
agricultural practices of the indigenous versus the 
settlers, what we find instead are indicators of different 
cosmovisions. 

Outside of us things are writhing and wriggling more 
freely. Bees nestle themselves between the violet hairs of 
giant violet flowers on a plant I can’t name. A maroon 
earthworm swivels past on its way to shelter under the 
porch, spanning the length of my foot. A greyish grub sits 
almost upright, protruding from its burrow. It looks like 
an enlarged version of a tardigrade. I indulge in the most 
human practices by prodding it with my pen: as if to 
ascertain a life, one must threaten it.

Is that what we are doing here? Over the days conflict has 
been building; offers to help with aspects of the project, 
whether equipment setup or dish duty, become triggers for 
unexpected arguments. Recalling Petra’s presentation, I 
check things away in my mind as small power plays: 
refutations of knowledge. One by one people are pulled away 
from the group to the cinema room for private 
confrontations. Is this our experiment? To ascertain 
another’s subjectivity, one must threaten it? 

It seems that those who give the most receive the greatest 
criticism. It’s easier to cut down someone who has 
invested. And so when I don’t want to give, I sit in the 
garden. Sitting at the table by our altar I see a suitcase 
soiled with blood, the back of someone’s head, only the 
hair has been replaced by soft fern fronds. What things are 
dwelling here beneath the surface? There seems to be a 
current of something terrifying running just below the 
welcome spring of connection and inspiration.

In the evening we are asked to write from fond memories of 
food. It’s a hard task for me, because most of my food 
memories are negative — not having enough, growing up in a 
lineage of single mothers who have too many jobs and not 
enough money or time to prepare it. That’s always the funny 
thing about residencies; you have access to more and better 
food than in daily life. It’s part of what makes them so 
utopic — for a set period of time, daily worries like food 
and rent and work become irrelevant. The first time I 
attended a residency, I was full of excitement and 
confusion and guilt. How did I manage to squeeze myself 
into such an idyllic bubble? 

It’s true that here, without the food, we’d probably revolt 
at least a little bit. Grace cautions us to be patient if 
our ‘favorite snacks’ aren’t available, but instead we are 
met with the largest surplus of food and snack breaks I’ve 
ever experienced. And so we read poems to Denise, who 
wishes to be eaten when she dies. 
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Day 5         

Today we focus on the throat, and mine is sore. In the 
morning we practice listening to one another as we 
converse. The topics we discuss include the fate of the 
world, of our society, of the ambiguous children of the 
future, and (as has come to be expected) our course of 
action after The Ark. The room swims with what some would 
call bright pessimism, cycles of hope and hopelessness, 
criticism and admittance of embeddedness. Something feels 
off kilter.  

Afterwards Margaret shares her research with us on women’s 
labor collectives in India that are really making changes 
in their societies. A crushing reminder in two-fold: 1) 
That simultaneously with our fears over reproductive rights 
and healthcare, so many are living at a level of poverty 
that renders such rights irrelevant and 2) that somewhere 
out there, these abstract theories of empowerment and 
entanglement are being embodied and navigated. But how to 
connect these sides; what work do we do from our position 
of privilege? This is one thing I thought we’d discuss 
here, but so far it hasn’t come up. 

We talk about passive violence, about toxic masculinity, 
but shortly after our conversations are steered back to The 
Ark. When asked what The Ark’s message is and what we think 
we will transmit, Edgardo suggests that we are learning to 
become ambassadors of our species, able to communicate to 
others outside. But first we have to learn to communicate 
with each other, and I find my words dwindling as the 
project goes on. 

Instead, the words I have to hold onto are Robin Wall 
Kimmerer’s. Speaking of the language of animacy, of 
understanding others inside and outside of our species, she 
says “We don’t have to figure out everything by ourselves: 
there are intelligences other than our own, teachers all 
around us. Imagine how much less lonely the world would 
be.”



Day 6         

But our little world — one built for learning, and perhaps 
against loneliness — is starting to fall apart. Urara and 
Anna look ready to collapse from exhaustion. Everyone is in 
trouble for something — eating too leisurely, feeling too 
deeply, laughing too spontaneously, not ringing the gong on 
time, leaving the door unlatched, thanking each other for 
hard work well done, criticizing a Hollywood rom-com, being 
too present, too helpful, too friendly, too curious. It all 
rings with an air of absurdity. 

Everyone absorbs themselves into preparing for the next 
day: the performance, the release, the dispersal. 

Despite all of our talk about what The Ark means, I feel an 
absence. Instead of infiltrating the outside world with our 
message, I want our talk to be infiltrated by the world. 
The words dwindle, escape me, cease to be born. 

I
 
w
a
s
 
t
o
l
d
 
I
 
t
a
l
k
e
d
 
t
o
o
 
m
u
c
h



Day 7         

And the infiltration can’t come quickly enough. On the 7th 
day, my sleeping brain no longer registers the gong. 
Instead I’m pulled into consciousness by Denise grabbing my 
foot. Luckily people are still eating breakfast, but as 
soon as I grab a plate and sit down, I’m reprimanded for 
not being on dish duty. I’m told there’s no time to eat, to 
report immediately, that Edgardo is waiting on me, that 
everyone has a job to do, am I seriously asking to eat 
right now? When I walk inside with my untouched plate, I 
see that breakfast is still going, dishes are still in use, 
no one is waiting on me in the kitchen. How is it that 
something so silly makes me feel so fragile in this 
context? ‘I wonder if it’s intentional,’ Eric says, ‘If 
Grace is trying to break every one down as part of the 
experiment.’ By now everyone has received criticism, mine 
being the least targeted and intense. But if it’s 
intentional, is it responsible? 

The parade is a bit grueling at first. Pushing a heavy cart 
with a dilapidated tree, getting kissed by a drunk but 
well-meaning homeless man, awkwardly caressed or slapped by 
strangers. That’s what the anonymity of masks welcomes - 
poor ass of the ibex. What saves us is the children. We 
turn a corner into a large park and suddenly there they 
are: arms out for hugs, feet ready to play tag, to hop, to 
run, to flock. Courage to ask what we are, to peek beneath 
masks. In this crazy world I don’t know how they can trust 
us, but they do. As we move on from the park, our main 
followers are children dragging their parents excitedly. 
Children are the ones who greet us, who null our fears of 
being ridiculous, irrelevant, irreverent. If all this were 
only for them, it would be enough.
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Day 8         

On the final day, the panel discussions feel like a shock. 
Working through words in front of our small but respectful 
audience, I realize this is the most I’ve gotten to discuss 
these things — climate change, culture, crisis — since 
arriving at The Ark. And yet only a small number of us are 
called upon to speak. The day seems to pile up during 
discussion, quick meals and meditation, and then break into 
fragments across the table as we each struggle to 
articulate closing words to the altar. We gather the 
contents and disperse them into the garden; we gather 
ourselves and prepare for dispersal beyond the gate. 

Tides of anger, confusion, and frustration seem to retreat 
and then resurface, never fully ebbing. We are still in the 
world after all. Our world that is filled with both 
brilliant and troubling things. Utopia is always fractured, 
crumbling. The most one can do is to steal a few pieces and 
pocket them; carry them out into the onslaught. Purity is 
dangerous. Contamination is always already unavoidable.  

And so the rupture becomes necessary. Without much 
ceremony, we depart.
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Day 9         

The curtains fall at Les Laboratoires. 





POST     FACE







After I sent in my text for the project, Grace published 
her own essay on the project website titled “Noah’s Choice” 
where among other things, she revealed the underlying 
“experiment” of THE ARK:

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5w_w1Ihy06bRHh5UUF2QkRTdmM/
view

According to Grace, on the last day of THE ARK, July 9th, 
2017, the experiment was complete. 



END     SCENE






