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LUCAS DE LIMA

SPIRITUAL BLUEPRINTS IN THE TIME OF 
RUPTURE

In her ess!y “The Work of the Witness,” S!r!h Aziz! considers wh!t it is to witness 
from !n !ctive position. For Aziz!, the commitment to witnessing moves beyond 
p!ssive, !bstr!ct feelings when it “insists on embodiment, on s!crifice, mourning 
!nd resisting wh!t is seen.” Aziz! writes, “To be ! witness is to m!ke cont!ct, to 
be touched, !nd to be!r the m!rks of this touch.” She concludes with ! sentence 
th!t sheds light, th!t bleeds !s much !s it orients: “Broken by wh!t we see, we 
become rupture inc!rn!te.”

Aziz! reve!ls, for me, the only ten!ble st!te of being !s someone living in the west. 
Like her, I c!nnot simply be!r witness. I c!nnot sever myself from the !trocities 
my t!xes !re funding, horrors th!t !re themselves !n extension of endless 
ongoing c!t!strophes, including the inv!sion of Turtle Isl!nd, US interventionism 
!cross the #lob!l South, !nd ! clim!te coll!pse driven by milit!ry emissions. As 

https://jewishcurrents.org/the-work-of-the-witness
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I push !g!inst the norm!liz!tion of bloodshed, I h!ve to respond with ! degree 
of !ccount!bility beyond !llyship. In my grief I sit with the f!ct th!t I, too, !m 
m!rked by empire. To embr!ce rupture !s Aziz! proposes, I turn to writers !nd 
!rtists who behold these c!t!strophic times not in ! v!cuum, but r!ther !s ! 
turning point in the history of western imperi!lism. 

In the work of Jenni(f)fer T!m!yo, K!m!u Br!thw!ite, !nd Lev!ni, the violence 
of the west is spiritu!l !s well !s politic!l, !nd therefore must be met in kind. 
Just !s the word for witness in multiple l!ngu!ges dr!ws on the s!cred, the 
poems !nd film discussed below en!ct ritu!ls for n!vig!ting the 21st century’s 
!ccumul!ting c!l!mities. Here, ritu!l m!kes possible ! necess!ry explosion 
of sc!le th!t the secul!r ide! of be!ring witness c!nnot hold. Once tied to the 
testimoni!l o!th, the western notion of the witness shed its theologic!l roots with 
the rise of modern leg!l procedures. Premised on ! dist!nce between violence 
!nd the re!der/spect!tor, the voyeurism of the secul!r witness is wh!t T!m!yo, 
Br!thw!ite, !nd Lev!ni e!ch unr!vel through the sheer exp!nsiveness of spirit 
worlds. In these c!p!cious yet intim!te worlds, poetry !nd film exert gr!vit!tion!l 
pull, closing the g!p between the body !nd its !udience. By bringing spirits to life 
through the senses, ritu!l enl!rges !rt’s rel!tion!l sp!ce, producing blueprints 
for revolution!ry consciousness th!t prove too immersive to be voyeuristic!lly 
consumed. 

*

A 40-p!ge poem by writer, !rtist, !nd performer Jenni(f)fer T!m!yo, “Dor!, the 
Dog Fucker” crisscrosses or!l history with the prot!gonist from the !nim!ted 
children’s series Dor! the Explorer. Included in T!m!yo’s unpublished m!nuscript 
DORA, the poem orbits ! h!rrowing memory of ! wom!n in ! Colombi!n town. 
As the spe!ker’s mother tells it, the wom!n suffers ! f!t!l infection !%er being 
bit by r!bid dogs. Inste!d of coming to the wom!n’s !id, the town w!tches her 
undergo physic!l !nd ment!l decline. The community lets her die, ultim!tely 
bl!ming her for pl!ying with the dogs !nd feeding them scr!ps. 
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Wh!t follows is !n hom!ge to the wom!n !nd her refus!l to dist!nce herself 
from str!y dogs—to sever herself from fer!l life, in other words, !s per coloni!l 
underst!ndings of the hum!n. Upon concluding th!t the !necdote is “!bout how 
we !re tr!ined to !b!ndon e!ch other,” the spe!ker im!gines ! resuscit!tion 
of the infected:

And r!bies is tr!nsmitted through s!liv! so the wom!ngirl’s scre!ms !nd 
w!ils were liter!lly poison sc!ttered in the !ir 

Her spittle like ! toxic r!in w!iting to enter us

Anim!ting cont!gions, T!m!yo exc!v!tes ! k!leidoscope of stories within the 
story of the “zombiewom!ngurl,” refr!cting the gendered, coloni!l n!rr!tives 
therein. As s!liv! lubric!tes the text, the spe!ker’s fix!tion on !nd desire for the 
dog figure te!rs ! hole in sp!ce !nd time.  Scr!mbling species hier!rchy, “Dor!, 
the Dog Fucker” moves through the w!ves of intersection!l violence th!t flow 
from the western hum!n project, touching on r!pe !nd the vengeful wishes th!t 
the spe!ker expresses in ther!py, the inv!sion of &uisc! !nd Chibch! l!nds, 
!nd the colonizer’s extermin!tion of Indigenous people !nd consumption of 
their nonhum!n kin. “This is the price of violence—you must witness it,” T!m!yo 
writes, even !s the poem’s inh!bit!tion exceeds the !ct of witnessing. Altern!ting 
between bre!thless blocks of text !nd individu!l lines surrounded by white 
sp!ce, “Dor!, the Dog Fucker” spe!ks from ! vortex of its own m!king. As words 
sn!ke, stutter, !ccrete, !nd recoil on the p!ge, the poem performs the body 
inside of it, !cceler!ting !nd slowing down ! life-current forged in brut!lity !nd 
reim!gined kinship.

I’ve been blessed to see T!m!yo perform their poem twice now. E!ch time they 
held the room r!pt, !s if rele!sing the viscer!l world cont!ined in the text. An 
!ct of unle!shing, “Dor!, the Dog Fucker” c!lls to mind Aish! Beliso-de Jesús’s 
description of “brujx gestures [th!t] intervene, push, block, !nd open soci!l 
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forces in the m!teri!l world.”1 While fleeting, the brujx’s ritu!ls h!ve the power 
to guide us in the deepest sense, offering immersive spiritu!l m!ps for invoking 
!nd torquing energy !mid the dev!st!tions of systemic coll!pse. Wrested from 
the coloni!l im!gin!ry, zoonotic vir!l dise!se becomes the lowly port!l into which 
T!m!yo initi!tes their !udience, demonstr!ting the resourcefulness of the body/
spirit when liber!ted by ! n!rr!tion from below. Sketching ! horizon wherein 
community must be borne of destruction, the poem ends with !n !bolitionist 
c!ll, !n unforgiving spell:

DORA, DORA GO EXPLORA

DORA, YOU ARE NOT FORGIVEN

I WILL PLACE THIS WRETCHED GRAVE 

INSIDE UR LIL BELLY 

PILE THE DIRT UNTIL YOU BLOAT

[PILE THE DIRT UNTIL YOU BLOAT -

LET this Worl go up in smoke

Place my name inside your throat 

Thorns so sharp I’ll make you choke 

Make my Revenge your scared ode 

End the world make it explode] 2

*

Like T!m!yo, the l!te B!rb!di!n poet K!m!u Br!thw!ite mines myth, history, 
!nd folklore in “Défilée,” ! poem from Words Need Love Too written in the voice 
of ! heroine of the H!iti!n Revolution. Known !s Défilée-l!-folle (Défilée the 
&!dwom!n), &!rie S!inte Dédée B!zile m!de ! living by selling provisions to 

1! Jesús, Aisha M. Beliso-De, ‘Brujx: An Afro-Latinx Queer Gesture’, in Ana Y. Ramos-Zayas, and Mérida M. Rúa 
(eds), Critical Dialogues in Latinx Studies: A Reader (New York, NY, 2021; online edn, NYU Press Scholarship Online, 
20 Jan. 2022).

2! I am grateful to Tamayo for letting me quote their unpublished poem.
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soldiers who rose up !g!inst sl!very. A%er serving the troops of Je!n-J!cques 
Dess!lines—! le!der of the revolution who would go on to become H!iti’s first 
ruler—Dédée pl!ys the role of Dess!lines’s undert!ker when the l!tter is killed 
!nd dismembered by ! crowd. According to historic!l !ccounts, it is Dédée who 
collects Dess!lines’s mutil!ted body p!rts !nd brings them to their buri!l pl!ce, 
the !ct of which inscribes her in collective memory. 

T!king liberties with the mythos surrounding Dédée’s life, Br!thw!ite rec!sts 
her !s ! me!t-seller !nd Dess!lines’s lover. As the poem interwe!ves fiction!l 
det!ils with biogr!phic!l evidence, including the r!pe Dédée suffered !t the 
h!nds of her ensl!ver, !d!pt!tion r!ises the st!kes of ritu!l integr!tion:

the me!t they m!ke of you i c!nnot sell
tho i sell sutler me!t !t Ogoum !ll my life
the fr!gments of yr body’s dre!m i c!n but touch 
O cruel piece by piece i c!n but g!ther from the entr!il

Just !s Dédée picks up her lover’s body p!rts, “Défilée” pieces the bloodied 
world together: !n im!ge of scissors, pl!ced in the middle of the poem, suggests 
the effect of coll!ge. Assembling biogr!phic!l !nd !ncestr!l references such 
!s the w!rrior-spirit Ogun, the legend of Dédée turns !s grotesque !s it does 
spiritu!l vi! mentions of Dess!lines’s dismembered dre!ming body. Reim!gining 
ceremonies in which offerings of food !llow the living to communic!te with 
the de!d, the poem !ssimil!tes flesh through enj!mbment !nd sp!rse use of 
periods, !ctiv!ting ! visu!l, sonic, !nd gust!tory economy. Amplified through 
!nd beyond the senses, this is ! cosmology in which the story of modernity pivots 
on the glory, promise, !nd !%erm!th of Bl!ck self-em!ncip!tion. If the H!iti!n 
Revolution eludes the !rchive !s ! silenced, unthink!ble event, !s &ichel-Rolph 
Trouillot !rgues,3 Br!thw!ite writes out of th!t silence, underscoring H!iti’s role 
!s ! cr!dle of !ncestr!l life !s well !s ! l!bor!tory of empire !nd site of the 

3! Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. “An Unthinkable History: The Haitian Revolution as a Non-event.” Silencing the 
Past: Power and the Production of History. Boston: Beacon Press, 1995. 70-107.
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l!rgest ensl!ved uprising. Upending his tr!ining !s ! histori!n, Br!thw!ite gi%s 
us with !n experienti!l retriev!l of the p!st:

Now sit i down beside you in yr pool of blood 
w/seven w!iler demons in my he!d, poor fool
to let them fling you down like this from yr high

horse, yr vision of ! people m!rching on out of this
dungeon he!rse of sl!very into some proper light

Performed in lines th!t bleed into e!ch other, Dess!lines’s buri!l is ! ritu!l of 
rememory4 th!t links the cosmic !nd the c!rn!l. Upon “witchering [herself] like 
bl!ckbirds on the floor,” Dédée g!thers Dess!lines’s p!rts !nd entr!ils one by 
one, entr!ncing the re!der pieceme!l into the c!vities of revolution!ry memory. 
The f!ct th!t this memory is embodied in de!th/c!rried within spirit life is key. 
“Défilée” pl!ces us inside the enfleshment of H!iti’s freedom !t the s!me time 
!s the poem grieves the l!tter !s !n unre!lized, violently thw!rted vision. Used 
to invoke the divine in !ncient #reek poetry, the !postrophe becomes secul!r 
over the course of the western lyric’s tr!jectory, reduced to ! cry of longing for 
!n !bsent something or someone in the hum!n or n!tur!l world. Br!thw!ite’s 
use of !postrophe, in this sense, heightens !bsence !longside presence. In 
summoning Dess!lines, the l!st st!nz! reroutes the lyric’s s!cred origins. In 

“Défilée,” the !postrophe’s reench!ntment dr!ws on Afro-C!ribbe!n spirit 
worlds r!ther th!n Homer !s ! source:

let me ride with you génér!l. let me ride with you

        in these d!rk eyes i will restore

in this fine he!d i pl!nt here in this pl!ce of buri!l

4! In a posthumous essay Toni Morisson defines rememory as the act of “recollecting and remembering as 
in reassembling the members of the body, the family, the population of the past.”

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/aug/08/toni-morrison-rememory-essay
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  O Dess!lines O Dess!lines g!ng!n

    O m!gic m!k!nd!l & sun & fl!g

             pl!ç!ge .  n!nchon

As p!rt of ritu!l, Dédée’s wish to ride with Dess!lines !lludes to more th!n 
mounted comb!t. Across the C!ribbe!n !nd L!tin Americ!, Afric!n-rooted 
notions of spirit possession !re o%en understood through the sexu!lly ch!rged 
met!phor of ! spirit riding or mounting ! horse. The ye!rning to ride with 
Dess!lines in turn indexes possession religions in which the body, conceived !s 
!n open vessel, receives !n outside presence. Just !s ! spirit is s!id to ride the 
he!d of !n individu!l who is in ! possessed st!te, Dédée tends to Dess!lines’s 
he!d with the !im of bringing !bout tr!nsform!tion. Not!bly, “Defilée” itself is 
tr!nsformed through Br!thw!ite’s revision. In ! reworking of the poem published 
in Eleggu!s, Dédée vows to “restore [the] !yisyen”—the Kreyòl word for H!iti!ns—
in Dess!lines’s he!d. In both versions of the text, Dédée !postrophizes him by 
v!rious monickers, coll!psing his n!me with the word for ! Vodou priest (g!ng!n). 
The lines th!t follow further exp!nd the poem’s r!nge, encomp!ssing Fr!nçois 
&!ck!nd!l (! priest !nd &!roon le!der who preceded the revolution), inform!l 
m!rit!l rel!tionships (pl!ç!ge), !nd the term for the n!tions or groupings of 
Vodou spirits (n!nchon). 

Refusing to sever H!iti!n liber!tion from its spiritu!l found!tions, “Défilée” 
unr!vels not just lyric poetry’s secul!riz!tion but !lso its sensory depriv!tion, 
th!t is, the deni!l of the spiritu!l !s ! form of perception. As Dédée grieves 
Dess!lines !nd c!res for his corpse, her ritu!l !nim!tes the p!st by t!king 
the senses to their limits. Invited into n!rr!tion, spirit life peers out of de!th’s 
sensory overlo!d. To re-member !ppend!ges, then, is to show how embodied 
spiritu!l pr!ctice brings us ever closer to revolution’s c!rn!lity, cosmology, 
!nd potenti!lity. Published in 2000, “Défilée” pronounces the decline of the 
west th!t incre!singly m!rks this century. By exploiting the spiritu!l/politic!l 
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v!cuum le% by this decline, Br!thw!ite’s l!te work in p!rticul!r l!ys out cosmic 
p!thw!ys for building revolution!ry consciousness beyond the #lob!l North’s 
secul!r str!nglehold. A%er !ll, one c!t!lyst of the H!iti!n Revolution w!s ! ritu!l 
performed in 1791 during the Bois C!ïm!n g!thering—!n offering to the fem!le 
spirit Erzulie D!ntor th!t impels us to this d!y.

*

If T!m!yo’s !nd Br!thw!ite’s poems ritu!lize memory’s inc!rn!tion, Lev!ni’s 
short film ! spell: xvi. the tower m!gnifies spirit life below the flesh. A #eorgi!n 
!rtist b!sed in New York !nd Tbilisi, Lev!ni screened the film !s the centerpiece of 
their 2023 show !t Turley #!llery. While the title refers to the t!rot c!rd depicting 
! tower, the !ppe!r!nce of ! quote by Br!zili!n writer Cl!rice Lispector in the 
film’s opening sequence inst!ntly zooms from the colonized skyline to the level 
of the cell: “All the world beg!n with ! yes. One molecule s!id yes to !nother 
molecule !nd life w!s born.” True to Lispector, ! spell: xvi. the tower oscill!tes 
between two disp!r!te sc!les—one cosmologic!l, the other cellul!r. Throughout 
this oscill!tion, the body’s fertile depths press up !g!inst foot!ge of !n !ctu!l 
tower recorded in the spring of 2020. 

For the better p!rt of 20 minutes, the Empire St!te Building flickers on screen. 
Dest!bilized !nd rendered m!lle!ble, the iconic skyscr!per t!kes on the body’s 
c!p!city for ch!nge. Blurred, m!gnified, multiplied, !nd flipped upside down, 
the Empire St!te Building is !ltered through !n Inst!gr!m filter, subjected to 
the gr!iny qu!lity of Super 8 film. Spliced with clips of cells forming syn!pses 
with one !nother, the New York skyline eventu!lly co!lesces with cellul!r life, 
turning the im!ge red. As with the film’s other !m!lg!m!tions, the effect is 
discord!nt yet hypnotic. Amid excerpts of interviews with !rtists !nd writers such 
!s SOPHIE !nd bell hooks, tr!cks by &ikeQ, Arc!, Shygirl, Siné!d O’Connor, !nd 
T!mriko Chokhonelidze, !mong others, provide ! dizzying music!l l!yer. Singing 
!nd spe!king !cross genres, geogr!phies, !nd r!ci!l/sexu!l m!rgins, the film’s 
interlocutors !ddress topics r!nging from humor’s role in the revolution to the 
desire to “see ! bitch let it !ll out.” As n!rr!tors !nd muses, they collectivize, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVbVuVtzRL8)
https://www.turley.gallery/levani-a-spell
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recl!iming cre!tive !uthority. &e!nwhile, disson!nt !mbient sounds punctu!te 
the visu!ls, blending distortion with the sque!k of !ir horns in honor of essenti!l 
workers. 

Like cells m!king connections with e!ch other, cre!ting neur!l p!thw!ys, the 
melding of im!ges, muses, !nd sounds in ! spell: xvi. the tower offers yet !nother 
ex!mple of how spiritu!l sp!ce bridges the incommensur!ble. Integr!tion, here, 
opens the door to rupture !nd rebirth. As perme!ble cells inv!de the closed 
systems !nd vertic!l structures of western c!pit!list cisheterop!tri!rchy—wh!t 
Br!thw!ite in his l!te writings c!lled the ‘m!nsc!pe’ of ‘missilic consciousness’—
new embodiments emerge on !nd off the l!tex, skin-like screen on which the 
film w!s origin!lly projected. It is signific!nt, then, th!t Lev!ni dedic!tes their 
film to R!chel Poll!ck, ! celebr!ted t!rot expert !nd designer who died in 2023. 
In the interview th!t opens the film, Poll!ck links tr!nsness !nd tr!nsform!tion, 
introducing the thre!ds th!t follow. She expl!ins the tower c!rd in light of her 
coming out !s tr!nsgender lesbi!n: “The tower is the pl!ce where positions 
ch!nge between m!le !nd fem!le. It’s !lso the c!rd th!t comes right !%er the 
devil. Something shocking c!n h!ppen. It’s not ! nice experience, but it liber!tes 
you.” 

Photo by Spencer House Studio. Im!ge courtesy the !rtist !nd TURLEY #!llery.
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It turns out th!t we !re not the only spect!tors to Lev!ni’s film. Between the 
w!lls of the g!llery, the f!ll of the tower—the uprooting of violent found!tions—
h!s !lre!dy m!de room for liber!ted flesh in the form of “zoomorphic hybrid 
deities.” According to the exhibition text, the sculptures f!cing the screen !nd 
spre!d !round the g!llery consist of h!ndm!de, sourced, !nd found prim!l 
m!teri!ls sp!nning wood, stone, pl!sm!, gl!ss, protein, flowers, !nd steel. The 
fruit of mutinous spirits who c!n only be projected on screen, these bodies 
improvise utopi!, m!teri!lizing out of recycled objects org!nic !nd synthetic. 
As beings tethered to the world of the film who “st!nd for queer resilience !nd 
spiritu!l !w!kening,” they do much more th!n simply be!r witness !s they fuse 
the s!cred !nd the erotic, with one sculpture going by the n!me of the goddexx. 
Blooming out of the film’s mergings, such coll!pse of opposites c!nnot but reflect 
interviewee h!nn!h b!er’s description of tr!nsness, bodies, he!lth, !nd sickness 
!s terms “riddled with contr!diction.” Just !s b!er suggests th!t “being !ble 
to f!ce [this contr!diction] quite fe!rlessly becomes ! pl!ce of power,” Lev!ni’s 
hybrid deities !re un!pologetic in their confl!tion of self-m!king !nd world-
building. Desire—so deeply embodied th!t it re!ches the cell—becomes the 
seed of ! revolution th!t is !lre!dy here in its dire need to be individu!lly !nd 
collectively born.

Or in the lyrics of porn st!r #r!cie J!ne, sung in the film under the puls!ting 
glow of !n outdoor r!ve, 

I don’t need ther!py.
I just need surgery.


