
Exhibit 2016
Master of Arts in Studio Art

 embodying



Embodying
Chelsea Thompto

May 5-20, 2016
Library Annex Gallery

California State University, Sacramento

MASTER OF ARTS IN STUDIO ART EXHIBITION



  

Ma sters o f Ar t Ex hi bi ti on
May 7-23, 2014
Library Annex Gallery
California State University, Sacramento

Chelsea Thompto’s art is one with her being and becoming. The artist’s deep 
personal investment in the work she exposes in this exhibition is key to its 
extraordinary strength. Thompto made the artwork for Embodying by recognizing 
and drawing out the inherent communicative power of relevant materials and 
processes. She combined and worked them with skill and conceptual acuity until 
the transformation to art was achieved. At the same time, and in an analogous, 
lucid way, the artist has been creating herself. What Embodying offers us is entry 
to the experience of becoming Chelsea Thompto, a transgender woman.

This show deploys the familiar aesthetics and engagement strategies of post-
conceptual and post-minimal art and artists. It recalls the personal-is-political 
installations of Mary Kelly, Cildo Meireles, and Félix González-Torres, their cool 
physicality, but Thompto gives us unexplored content. She engages us in a 
defining conversation of our time, now, as we are just beginning to recognize 

INTRODUCTION

trans-identity – gender, but also race, ethnicity, and nationality – as the infinitely 
variable reality of who we are as individuals and societies.

To take away enough of what is on offer here requires some time and an inquiring, 
open mind. The viewer experiences the space visually and physically as a unified 
environment. Each work, however, demands attention. Thompto’s inspired 
transcode, which reads as geometric pattern and marks nearly every surface, 
must be decoded, and the link between the physicality of materials and processes 
and the mind game of the code understood before insight into the transgender 
experience can be gained.

Embodying is Chelsea Thompto’s Master of Arts in Studio Art exhibition, but this is 
no graduate student show. It is too brave and accomplished in form and content. 
The art on view would hold its own in any artworld arena.
- Elaine O’Brien, Professor







Codification

Right:

Embodying
written text in binary code

Previous Pages:

Code Key and Rubbing
branded wood, and graphite on paper

embodying

 to give a concrete form to; express, personify, or ex-
emplify in concrete form:

 to embody an idea in an allegorical painting.

 to provide with a body; incarnate; make corporeal:
 to embody a spirit.

 to collect into or include in a body; organize; incor-
porate.

 to embrace or comprise.

Much of my work incorporates a (false) binary system of my own design. This 
system uses dashes to create runelike forms which are used in place of the English 
alphabet. The code has roots in binary computer language, however, instead of 
using zeros and ones the dash form is mirrored to create a binary system that 
resists being read as a summation of two clearly distinct choices. This challenges 
the reading of its structure as purely binary. This parallels the contemporary 
challenging of the gender binary through observed inconsistencies by a multitude 
of academic pursuits. 



“In the absence of fixed gender markers, where can we start to understand each 
other and how do we make ourselves known?  The code... resists the ability to 
take a ‘quick read’ and requires a more complex process of discovery.  By engaging 
history, acts of defiance, real experiences of violence, and imagination, a more 
nuanced language of gender possibility emerges.”

- Alexis Heller, Curator

Left:

Power Word (Trans)
redwood bark and knee high stockings

Codification Cont.



Materiality

Through the works in this show,  there is an intimate connect between materials 
and process. The processes employed to build forms start with an examination 
and experimentation of materials. Repetitious acts, such as bundling, branding, 
splitting, and tearing, are used to arrange materials into distinct and structured 
forms while also allowing the material to retain its own characteristics. The 
materials used in this exhibit have a raw and irreducible quality which is analogous 
to the irreducible quality of an individual’s identity.

Right:

Code Key
branded wood



Trans Experience

Heteronormative and gender normative culture excludes the voices of divergent 
identities and experiences through the denial of their existence and legitimacy. 
This privileges the narratives and perspectives of the normative majority leaving 
little space for works of art and theory that exist outside of their paradigm. In this 
way my practice can be seen as art in opposition to inadequate and reductive 
definitions of sex, gender and desire.

Left:

Interior 1
split and branded log



Right:

Detail of Interior 1
split and branded log

It takes a
great effort
to reaffirm
my identity

but I do.

Every morning 
as I look at 

my weary but 
steadfast 
reflection.

Poem From Interior 1



The gender binary paradigm is a method of coercion. 

Deconstruction engenders deeper understanding and compassion. Acceptance of 

transgender attitudes opposes the binary. 

Transitioning as a process is generative not destructive. Identity, 

not illness, defines the transgender experience.
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