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Gabrielle Civil
Experiments in Joy 
Civil Coping Mechanisms, 2019

reviewed by Jocelyn E. Marshall

When I first began reading this collection, I described the experience 
as witnessing a kind of becoming, an unfolding I was slowly being  
permitted to follow. Upon finishing, the lines vibrated and the penulti-
mate chapter burrowed inside, later inspiring a poem to read at a friend’s 
recent achievement. It had finally become clear: to take in and sit with 
the collection was to go on and create from a place of strength and  
resilience, a Response to the Call, “breaking the frame. Or trying to.” (256)

Gabrielle Civil’s second full-length collection works like a didactic 
co-performance, an even more transparent and palpable display of  
creative process than that of her first book, Swallow the Fish (STF). With 
personal letters tucked between interviews, performance transcripts and 
stage directions, author notebooks and keynote speeches, readers are 
provided with deep, intricate layers of the professional and personal  
relationships that surround each performance. Though STF was  
constructed in a similar multi-genre fashion, Experiments in Joy includes 
fewer references to other critical texts and thinkers, and this slight  
adjustment in content tightens the conversation more closely around 
Civil’s work, her creating world, and the resulting power such commu-
nity-formation and artistic commitments can cultivate and nurture. 

By presenting the ‘collaborations and solos’ within their own webs of 
intimacies and labor, Joy enacts Civil’s black feminist artistic praxis and 
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pedagogy as it makes clear the prioritizing of individual and collective 
growth and production. This presentation re/performs the performance 
texts via a multiperspectival lens—shifting the reader from interviews 
with a collaborator to personal asides—and reflects Civil’s understanding  
of performance as a “spectacle of digging and burying present and 
past treasures, ‘personal mementos and souvenirs.’”1  It is perhaps this  
flattening of time (past, future, present) that makes Civil’s work so inter-
esting, and Joy offers some of the strongest examples of this conviction. 

One feature contributing to this flattening work is a boldness that slightly  
sets this second collection apart from the first. Civil opens Joy’s initial  
section, “A Swerve: …something heartfelt and extra…,” with ‘a decade 
old apology’ letter from contemporary art scholar Jane Blocker. The letter  
is, in fact, eleven years late, and after acknowledging the kind nature of 
Blocker’s reply, Civil immediately sets the record straight:

 Let me keep it real with you, Jane Blocker. It hurt my feelings  
 when you didn’t respond. I sent that letter to you at a time  
 when I was building myself up as a performance artist, brick by  
 brick, trying to reach out to anyone with knowledge and  
 insight to help me grow and become the kind of artist I wanted  
 to be . . . The silence was deafening, and I couldn’t understand  
 why. (19-20)

Here, Civil deflates the imbalanced mentor-mentee power dynamic, 
calling out the ivory tower and highlighting how such past relationships  
are inextricably linked to future pursuits and current strides. Yet, in 
the spirit of the section’s subtitle, the response moves from potentially  
being a bit ‘extra’ to divulging the tensions of ‘heartfelt’ transparency. ‘A 
Swerve’ happens:



270

 Let me keep it real with myself too . . . I remember thinking,  
 maybe I should write Jane Blocker an e-mail. But e-mail to  
 me was so impersonal. And so I wanted to do something heart- 
 felt and extra, when maybe if I hadn’t tried so hard, I wouldn’t  
 have felt like it demanded so much to reply. Maybe by clamoring  
 less, I could have made it easier to get a response. (20)

Civil then goes on to conclude:

 So Jane, no worries or hard feelings . . . Our exchange reminds  
 me to be patient, to allow ourselves and each other space to do  
 what we need and have to do; and, especially as women, to  
 remember that no one automatically deserves our time or  
 responses; still to keep reaching out, and to stay awake to possi- 
 bilities of magic that might slip through the cracks. (21-22)

By opening with this correspondence, Civil crafts three elements for the 
collection: 1, a bold transparency that signals to the reader the material 
(author) will, indeed, ‘keep it real’; 2, part of keeping it real is acknowl-
edging the interconnectedness of our pasts with our futures with our 
presents/presence; and 3, readers are to learn from and contribute to this 
methodology, which includes an attentiveness to the behind-the-scenes 
aspects of making, namely forming and maintaining relationships with 
a range of people and communities. 

As part of this discussion, Civil brings in other artists’ work and demon-
strates the impact such relationships have on her own decision-making 
and creative process––carefully presenting particular kinds of growth 
and understanding. For example, when reflecting on a performance by 
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Okwui Okpokwasili, Civil asserts “performance time formulates its own 
reality,” and it seems clear that Joy, itself, is a strong attempt at translating  
some of this ‘reality,’ the unique densities, speeds, weights. We see this in 
Civil’s mention of Say My Name (an action for 270 abducted Nigerian girls), 
a performance where she reads names and phrases related to the missing  
girls, tossing a sheet of paper to the side in-between the reading of each 
name/phrase. There, absence is made audible through both pause and 
paper-falling crinkles; presence is being reclaimed with the naming and 
refusal to forget/allow the girls to be forgotten. In Joy, the text-perfor-
mance version of Say My Name crafts absence/presence through an  
interview with collaborator Ellen Marie Hinchcliffe, personal reflec-
tions, and other included texts like BLACK OUT WHITE WASH    
fall out. By doing so, Say My Name and the abducted girls are not 
statically catalogued in the past; instead, Joy allows them to linger and  
precipitate throughout the collection’s discussions and celebrations 
of black girlhood, critiques of racist and gender-based violence, and  
reminders to build more opportunities for black girls today. Interdisci-
plinary artist Sarah Hollows explained the live performance left her with 
“the undeniable sense that there’s something about doing and being  
together that helps us to reconcile existence with what we can’t under-
stand.”2  Joy extends this conversation to the larger context of Hinchcliffe 
and Civil’s friendship and feminist praxis. The extension also subtly circles  
back to previous smaller moments in the collection—like Civil’s short 
assertions in the opening “Dear Reader” letter: “We take power from 
each other and bring it to ourselves. / We take power from ourselves 
and bring it to each other”—allowing for degradations in ‘speed’ with 
assorted lengths in lines, individual pieces, and complete sections, while 
consistently maintaining a thick density and a weightiness that fall deep 
into the reader. (14)
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This translation of performance time/performance’s own reality allows 
for an instructional nature to form organically throughout Joy, where 
each piece seems to have an embedded ‘lesson’ of some kind. As this is 
paired with Civil’s varying layers of transparency, an additional element 
of inquiry emerges, where readers are guided in a way akin to matching 
puzzle pieces together, revising initial thoughts or understanding along-
side yielding insightful takeaways. Writer Zetta Elliott perhaps captures 
this best as she comments on Civil’s performance work: 

 When I watch you perform, I feel as if you’re trying to tell me  
 a secret—it’s like you’re embodying some type of code that can  
 be hard for me to decipher. I know you often address the prob- 
 lems of migrants and the impossibility of return. There is this  
 endless process of packing and unpacking that never really ends. 
 (42)

This un/re/packing work without an end in sight echoes how sections 
of Joy operate, as well, especially in the concluding remarks of Call & 
Response’s Artist Announcement. Call & Response was a large, multi-day 
project that was centered around collaboration between seven black 
women artists, including Civil, with different relationships to the words 
‘black,’ ‘women,’ and ‘performance.’ (188) Collectively, participants  
explained: 

In response, we call you to conduct experiments in joy
. . .

 Here’s how to do it:
        1.  Tell the truth
        2.  Make something new
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        3.  Invite someone in
        4.  Document
        5.  Repeat 

. . .We don’t have all the answers and we don’t always agree on 
the answers we have. We do know the conversation is urgent. 
Join us. Respond to the Call.  (189)  

Here, there is a main aim and some instruction, yet no ‘end,’ leaving 
much to be deciphered by the reader. ‘What’s’ are clearly delineated, 
some ‘Why’s’ are inferred, and specific ‘How’s’ are tasked to ‘you,’ your 
truths, your new somethings, your invitations. Civil’s collaborations and 
solos detailed throughout the collection likewise work to empower and 
hold the reader responsible for experiments in joy, helping each other 
‘achieve radical openness’ (188). Rather than being stressful, this com-
bination is refreshing in a way similar to the aforementioned tension of 
being ‘heartfelt and extra’. The transparency that holds one accountable 
is the same transparency that holds one to join, and grow larger.

After finishing the collection, I had the honor of attending a work by 
black trans femme performance artist Keijaun Thomas: My Last Amer-
ican Dollar: Round 1. Tricking and Flipping Coins: Making Dollars Hit; 
Round 2. Black Angels in the Infield: Dripping Faggot Sweat; Round 3. 
Whatchu Gonna Do: Marvelous like Marva. The piece was performed 
in Chicago, May 2019, as part of the About Face: Stonewall, Revolt, and 
New Queer Art exhibition opening.3  In the middle of the performance, 
Thomas divided the audience by racial identity, inviting people of color 
to gather on an Astroturf mat in the center of the room, which was 
crowded with bottles of white wine and glasses. All other attendees were 
instructed to stand up and turn away. Thomas then shared with the 
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center group that that was a space she created for them and herself; that 
space was safe. 

In that moment, Civil’s words came ringing through the building—her 
aim to open up space, Joy’s confident assertions that “we create and enter 
a sacred space together”—and I could feel such experiments in joy being 
done: telling the truth, making something new, inviting someone in, 
documenting. (222, 207) All that remained was to “Repeat.” 

Thomas closed the performance with a group-hug involving all attendees  
squeezing onto the green mat. She thanked everyone for coming, for 
being there in that moment, and then we all took one deep breath.

Civil’s text acts like this collective inhalation, filling in the crevices you 
didn’t know existed, allowing you to exhale with a full belly. You are 
joining, you are joined, and together there is joy. When Civil pauses to 
address “dear you,” there is work to be done—to “make something new. 
/ a souvenir or a life preserver”—but there is also celebration, cause to 
“Send me a selfie when you’re done.” (234) Then Repeat.

1 Gabrielle Civil, Swallow the Fish, #RECURRENT Novel Series (Fairfax: Civil Coping Mecha-
nisms, 2017), 15.
2 Sarah Hollows, “What’s Happening in There,” Aster(ix), Spring 2015: Girls in Their Bedrooms.
3 Exhibit was at Wrightwood 659 gallery, May 22 – July 22, 2019; Ephemera from Thomas’ My 
Last American Dollar was added to exhibit following her performance.


