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Whar Do Stones Smell Like in the Forest (2018) is an auto-
fictional opera on video about living with illness—
exploring whar it mighe feel, smell, look and sound
like. Presented on two expansive screens, Stomes
opens with the sound of wind instruments play-
ing an atonal tune of scattered notes. A lime green
screen fades in on the righe, and on the left, a dancer
in a purple tie-dye outfit, bathed in hot pink lighe.
She holds a chartreuse mask to her face thar resem-
bles a safety pin bent slightly out of shape. It has
two openings: a hole just wide enough for her mouth
and small rectangular window for her eyes. Its large,
looped handle offers the dancer a secure grip bue
also a dancing partner, shield and disguise. While a
crooked safety pin might insinuate a temporary fix,
vulnerability or subrerfuge, the dancer’s apparent
agency and strong gaze suggest an alternative reading.

On the adjacent screen enters our protagonise,
named in the libretro as the Golem—in Jewish
legend, a mud or clay figure brought to life by
magic, Our Golem is made up of several sculprural
objects painted the colours of bruises: green, yel-
low, pink and purple. They are lumpy, intestinal
and kettlebell-shaped, wrapped around her body
and held rogether with straps. Her hair, in teased
curls, is unruly, as if she has just arisen from bed
in the late afternoon, or perhaps never left it. In her
mezzo-soprano, the Golem belts, whispers and
drags out words, alternating between crescendo and
decrescendo: of the

sennnnnsadaaaaaation that ra-di-aves from che
pro-tru-ding knot of booooooone,” describing her
relentless discomfort. “No amount of anti-inflam-
matorics lesssssssen the bone-deeeececeep yazaww-
lumbers across the ground. As the Golem sings, the
first dancer is eventually joined by two more dancers,
becoming a chorus of three.

Similar to past work, Lum and Desranleau con-
tinue to explore the relationship between the body,
materials and objects—or, more specifically, masks,
cyborgs, prosthetics and body extensions. Lum's
accompanying exhibition text provides a framework
for the opera; many of its lines can be found in this
text. We learn of her personal struggle and experi-
ence living with an invisible chronic condition that
is unspecified. She writes, “[d]aily life requires me to
perform wellness, must I also perform illness?™ The
masks fearured in Stomes echo a voice-over sequence
from Is fr The Sun Or The Asphale All I See Is Black (2017):
“perhaps it's the pretense of not being oneself when
masked that allows me to act like myself under their
cover. Putting the mask on to take all other masks
off.” Here, masking emphasizes the performativiey
of identity as well as being,

In the accompanying exhibition essay, jake moore
describes Srones as epic, referring to Bertolt Brecht's
theatrical movement. “Epic Theatre,” he explains,
“did not argue for a suspension of disbelief to nar-
cotize its viewers, instead it asserted a technigue of
alienation, or Verfremdungseffekr, to demand a more
engaged and intellecrual role for the audicnce™
Stones is multi-faceted in material, media and form,
creating an affective and multi-sensorial expericnce.

Halfway through the performance, the dancers
leave and re-enter the stage/screen in a synchro-
nized fashion, tip-toeing, hopping, bending cheir
bodics and snapping their fingers, conjuring Wess Side
Stery imagery. In musical theatre, the Chorus plays
a very important role in engaging the viewer, often
portraying everyday townspeople or bystanders in-
advertently acting as proxies for the audience, help-
ing them to empathize with the protagonise.’ Here,
the Chorus dances as the Golem sings and echoes
her soliloquy, providing affirmations when appro-
priate. They move for her when she cannot and ask
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questions on our behalf, like “How bad must it be
to be pain [ Instead of pain-adjacent?” or “Does the
body in pain give off a particular scent?” To the lac
ter, the Golem replies, “Wet, earthy, a bit saley and a
touch green. Somewhat like petrichor—with a whiff
of musty stillness tinged with iron™ The Chorus
then asks, “How does onc describe the scent of sale
to those convinced that the mineral has none?,” re-
minding us through metaphor thar describing the
body in pain is a challenging task. The Chorus is our
empathy surrogate.

In The Empathy Exams (2014), Leslie Jamison re-
counts her experience being a simulated patient
for medical students, An important pare of their
exam was to voice empathy. For Jamison, “empathy
isn't just listening, it's asking the questions whosc
answers need to be listened to. Empathy requires
inquiry as much as imagination. Empathy requires
knowing you know nothing. Empathy means ac-
knowledging a horizon of context that extends per-
petually beyond what you can see.™

The Golem sings carnestly about her being—
the discomfores, limitations and frustrations—but
she also works to embrace the heightened qualities
of her existence with the help of others, Srones is a re-
claiming of the ill body from stillness and lost time.
It is also a lesson in empathy.

What Do Stemes Smell Like in the Forest? will open at
Gallery TPW in Toronto, in January 2019,
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