
EVENT TITLE: Bodies in Archives: Researching Personhood, Researching as a Person 
 
EVENT DESCRIPTION: What does it mean to research the self? What’s it like to be a body in 
an archive? What happens when a living person comes into contact with physical and historical 
objects which they hope to turn into literature? In this panel, a diverse group of inter-genre 
writers will discuss their processes and experiences for research-based writing, with a specific 
focus on embodied research and the ethics of researching communities with whom one holds a 
visceral or personal connection.  
 
EVENT CATEGORY: Multiple Literary Genres Craft and Criticism 
 
Event Organizer & Moderator  
Leora Fridman: Leora Fridman is author of MY FAULT and STATIC PALACE, among other 
works of prose, poetry and translation. She holds degrees with honors from Brown University 
and University of Massachusetts Amherst, and has taught and organized arts programming for 
universities and community groups since 2004. 
 
Event Participants  
Jenn Shapland: Jenn Shapland is a writer and archivist living in New Mexico. Her first book, 
My Autobiography of Carson McCullers, was a finalist for the 2020 National Book Award and 
won the 2021 Lambda Literary Award. Her second book, Thin Skin, will be published by 
Pantheon Books in August, 2023. 
 
Lauren Fournier: Lauren Gabrielle Fournier is a writer and researcher who focuses on hybrid 
and multi-genre writing, including autotheory and autofiction, as practices of storytelling and 
philosophical inquiry. Her first book is Autotheory as Feminist Practice, and her novella The 
Barista Boys is forthcoming. 
 
Arisa White: Arisa White is a Cave Canem graduate fellow and author of Who's Your Daddy 
and Home Is Where You Queer Your Heart. She collaborates with other artists to expand 
readership for poetry and to center the narratives of queer IBPOC. White is an assistant professor 
of Creative Writing at Colby College. 
 
Julietta Singh: Julietta Singh is a decolonial scholar and nonfiction writer whose books include 
THE BREAKS, NO ARCHIVE WILL RESTORE YOU, and UNTHINKING MASTERY: 
DEHUMANISM & DECOLONIAL ENTANGLEMENTS. 
 
Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements 
 
Hello everyone, and welcome to “Bodies in Archives: Researching Personhood, Researching as a 
Person.” 
 
Thank you all for being here. We know you have a lot of panel and bookfair 
options, and we really appreciate you spending this time with us. I hope you’re as excited to 
explore this topic as I am. This panel came about initially from my own reasons – I was finishing 
my essay collection about chronic illness, art-making, and embodied politics, and working on my 



nonfiction book about sexuality and inherited trauma. I had spent time in several state- and 
privately-run archives, often feeling like an imposter in the ways that I would follow my nose 
and poke around. At the same time, I had been facilitating some workshops on creative writing 
as a research-based practice, and what it means or can looks like to research as a writer – 
seeking, maybe to feel more legitimate! 
 
Part of the way I relate to research is that I build my community around me—living or non-living 
as I work my way into a project. And so, I wanted to invite this outstanding group of writer-
researchers to think with me about these practices and lived experiences: what it means to be a 
body in an archive, to write a body in an archive, to archive embodied experience, and more. I’m 
thrilled today to be surrounded by people who I so much admire: Lauren Fournier, Jenn 
Shapland, Julietta Singh, and Arisa White.  To get us started, we will each introduce ourselves 
and give a brief overview of why these questions feel relevant to your work, along with a sample 
of your creative work. 
 
Participant Initial Remarks:  
 
Leora Fridman: In this talk, I plan to summarize the themes of my new book, STATIC 
PALACE, an essay collection about chronic illness, artmaking, and politics. I will describe how 
the process of these essays informed the way I research and why – an embodied approach to 
archival and auto/ethnographic research that draws on para-academic histories, disability justice 
formations, and queer feminist traditions of life writing. I will then summarize the projects that 
came after STATIC PALACE: a book of long-form nonfiction about BDSM and inherited 
trauma, and a novel in progress about gender and performance in the community where my 
family is from in Mexico City. I will touch on my experiences doing research in Mexico City’s 
CDIJUM, Berlin’s archives of the Jewish Museum, and other formal and informal archival 
holdings.  
 
Lauren Fournier: In this talk, I will discuss the body of the writer as a vessel that holds—
experiences, memories, feelings, thoughts, and unconscious tremblings associated with our 
experiences. As vessels, we move through the world holding our lived experience, whether we 
consciously remember them or not. Writers throughout history have made decisions about 
whether and how to pour forth from themselves onto the page, their experiences no longer being 
contained within the boundaries of their own, delimiting body. Autotheory and autofiction are 
emergent practices with long histories tied to WOC and feminisms through the twentieth century, 
and are taking off anew in neoliberal, late capitalist contexts of social media technologies and a 
“post-confession” sensibility where writing about one's lived experience from a critical, self-
reflective place "in retrospect" is valued by many. And yet, writerly communities are now 
reckoning anew with how much one can or should share, and who has access to “pouring forth” 
their lived experiences in a way that is well-received by others. 
 
 
Jenn Shapland: For me, research is a deeply personal process that always seems to call my 
physical body and my emotional self into the frame. When I worked in archives on My 
Autobiography of Carson McCullers, I was struck by how vulnerable and intimate it felt to learn 
about a person from the past through their clothes, their household objects, and their therapy 



transcripts. My own relationship with chronic illness and with queer sexuality kept being revised 
as new objects and documents surfaced in the archive. Researching the essays in my forthcoming 
collection Thin Skin, again the materials I encountered shaped not just my ideas but my 
experience of my body, my health, and my life as a queer woman. I conducted a number of 
interviews about environmental illness, and the intensity of hearing and absorbing these stories 
had a profound effect on my physical and mental well being. 
 
Julietta Singh: What happens to archival study when we approach the body and the archive not 
as separate things, but as coextensive entities? Approaching the body as an archive and the 
archive as body, I look back at my work No Archive Will Restore You and forward to my new 
feature-film project The Nest to trouble the nebulous thing called a “self.” Invoking the body as a 
queer archive that is always deteriorating and regenerating, always slipping its own tracks and 
exceeding its holdings, and dwelling with the archive as a bodily relation, I read toward body-
archives and archive-bodies as co-constitutive forms that fundamentally redirect our relations to 
other beings and histories. 
 
Arisa White: I'm working on a poetic narrative called “SHE: A Sister-Outsider’s Heroine 
Journey.” In Atlanta, on a weeklong research appointment at Spelman College, I gathered some 
great materials from the Audre Lorde Archives for thinking about the feminist (life) lessons my 
protagonist must integrate into her consciousness to protect and nurture her growth as a  female-
bodied person, racialized as Black, and self-identified as a lesbian. Visiting Lorde’s archives was 
also time for me to explore my own geological layers: what life questions have plagued my 
young-adult life? What did I wish I was told or known when navigating being a Black queer 
woman? Interestingly, I found myself most drawn to Lorde’s photographs of flowers, her 
doodles and shopping lists, the marginalia not refined or edited–the passing thoughts–that spoke 
more to her ordinariness, that connected her to the dailiness of living. It is that day-to-day stuff 
that is life, that is the foundation to the creative and imaginative. And so Lorde’s archives gave 
me a way of looking–to look for the magic in the quotidian, to collect and save what draws my 
attention, piques my curiosity, and sparks my fire for change. I learned, too, a kind of listening: 
What things unspoken or speaking are asking for my attention? What outside of me, in the 
public, is catching my ear? And what is the quality and condition of my living while looking and 
listening? 
 
 
Moderator Questions may include: 

1. Why are you interested in the intersections between body, writing and research? What 
conditions in your own experience and practice have caused you to become interest in 
these intersections? What do you think these intersections/experiences add to your own 
writing practice, ie how do they inform both why and how you work? 

2. What strategies do you employ to bring together disparate or contradicting narratives that 
you encounter while researching? To what extent do you value this “bringing together” 
and to what extent – and in what contexts – do you value keeping threads dangling, parts 
separate, unresolved, etc. 

3. How are you currently considering the politics of archives (and archival research) in your 
own work? When and where are these politics coming up in your research life, in your 
writing life, and in how you interact with institutions? 



4. When and how do you decide what aspects of self it is appropriate to research, extend or 
generalize into the lives of others? How do you make decisions about where to make 
connections between your own lived experience and the archived lived experiences of 
others? What examples can you offer us of ways you are grappling with these questions? 

 
 
 


