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Yuchi, Shawnee, and Cherokee First Nations on which we organize, exhibit, listen and learn.

The Psychological Landscapes of Sarah Sudhoff’s
Not A Drill Series

By Xuxa Rodriguez, Patsy R. and Raymond D. Nasher Curator of Contemporary Art,
Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University

What does it mean to live in ceaseless, waking terror that
those you love and hold dear can be taken away from you at
any moment by a senseless act of gun violence? How is a mind
transformed by ever present psychological intrusions streaming
across the panorama of one’s everyday thoughts like a horrific
stock market ticker gruesomely detailing how an open shooter
can appear an any minute? How long it's taken for first responders
to arrive on the scenes as students and school staff run, hide, and
fight their way out of these attacks? How many lives are lost and
irreparably harmed each time; how many news stories feature
the faces, names, and testimonies of those few who survived, or
the text message screenshots shared in memoriam of those who
were able to send such very brief last words to their loved ones?
How does the body feel in holding deep muscular tension as it
anticipates all the worst possible scenarios from the moment
one drops off their children for school each morning until the
afternoon when that tension transforms into intestinal churning as
one’s viscera begins ruminating over what all might be happening
tomorrow? Does it feel shattered? Pulverized? As if it’s dying from
the inside out? Is there any room left for being anything more than
a person absolutely clenched, gripped, and seized by the specter
of potential imminent violence?

These are the psychological landscapes in which Sarah
Sudhoff’s Not A Drill series manifests across its visual landscapes.
New Spelling (2023) meditates on a history of gun violence as
two children spell out a slew of terms related to events like Sandy
Hook and Columbine, or oft-printed keywords like legislation,
reform, and government from news reports showing the societal
and governmental disjuncture in our ability to collectively agree
on next actionable and immediate steps to stop and prevent gun



violence. Vigil for the 27 (2023) offers a memorial for the twenty-
one lives lost (nineteen of them children) during the attack on
Robb Elementary in Uvalde, TX by transforming metallic red
emergency blankets into seemingly blood-soaked U.S. flags by
spangled with black screen-printed stars. The blankets are hung
overhead and spaced out far enough apart for each one to swing
and waver as languidly or agitatedly as they please in response
to the air wafting around them from breezes caused by the
environment itself or the airy currents and wakes made as guests
walk across the spaces below them.

The emergency blanket flags become metaphors for futility
as they appear across the Flesh and Blood (2023) series. Within
Flesh and Blood (2023) as the children pose wrapped in the
emergency blanket flags, the material’s thinness and pliability
emphasized by how the children easily manipulate the blankets
into different shapes like coats, a skirt, or a shield in a game of
hide and seek with the viewer, deftly demonstrating that the
blankets—and the nation referenced through their transformation
into flags—will do nothing to protect them in the event of an
active shooter.

Theater of War (2024), referring to the area where a battle
is fought, is performed near Santa Fe High School. The three
channel video documentation shows Sudhoff washing a bright
red flag in black water, with the flag slowly growing darker with
each wring out of its washing bucket. The dyed water also begins
covering the artist, her hands dipped completely black, with
swaths layered across her arms mark the passage of time as she
repeatedly washes the flag. As the performance comes to an
end, Sudhoff hangs the now black flag to dry on a clothesline as
the sun sets behind its silhouette. Biologically, there is a blood
disorder—methemoglobinemia—that turns normally red blood
almost black because of a lack of oxygen in the blood cells. If it
is severe and left untreated, the disorder can be life-threatening.
With this disorder in mind, the connection between red and black
in this performance suggests gun violence is a disorder that is
life-threatening to the very fabric of the U.S. as a nation. Sudhoff’s
meditations on gun violence continue in Acts of Care/Dead Bills
(2023). The screen printed felt works show the identification
numbers of rejected gun control bills. Installed closely together
in a line, the works read like mausoleum crypt markers, the felt’s
charcoal color appearing stoney like black marble carved with the



screen-printed silver numbers seemingly carved into the surface.

Not A Drill's body of work is necessarily sensorially arresting,
consuming, and urgent. ABC News reported this September
that almost 11,600 persons have died from gun violence and that
there have been over 385 mass shootings in the U.S. this year'.
Sudhoff’s insistence that we not look away behooves us to witness
this epidemic and have an emotional response, to not ignore
nor accept the atrocities of our current period as acceptable or
normal. Without feeling a response, whether it be empathy or
shock or disgust, how can one be moved to act? Through the Not
A Drill works, Sudhoff creates an environment where the viewer
must sit with the discomfort that the works present and ask
themselves what steps can they take to help stop gun violence.

Endnotes

1 Alfonseca, Kiara, “About 11,600 people have died in US gun violence so far in 2024,”
ABC News, Sept. 5, 2024, Accessed Oct. 18, 2024, Web, https:/abcnews.go.com/US/gun-vio-
lence-claimed-lives-5000-people-2024/story?id=107262776.
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About the Artist:

Sarah Sudhoff is a Cuban-American
interdisciplinary artist who interweaves
themes of art, science and technology.

She deconstructs narratives to gain clarity
and create immersive spaces for discovery
through photographs, video, installation,
and sound. For the past 15 years, her work
has been influenced by her professional
background as a photojournalist, which has
allowed her to systematize her curious nature
while maintaining a personal and ethical
obligation to any given subject area.

Her works are, in some way, socially engaged and inherently
participatory. The way these methods and materials are utilized
vary from project to project and take advantage of the media, site,
and participants involved. Her works can be categorized into one
or more of the following three areas of concern: Ethics of Care,
Social Practice, and Data Employment. By using creative practice
as a mediator between subjective and objective experiences, she
engages in conversations that address bodies and communities as
shared and yet, ultimately, distinct.

Artist Statement:

Not a Drill explores our increased exposure to gun violence and the
alarming lack of measurable gun reform in the United States. It is
obvious that the agencies and systems meant to protect us are failing.
As an artist and mother of two school-aged children, | feel compelled
to respond to these atrocities and lack of action because gun violence
devastates all people at personal, community, state, and national levels.
“Not a Drill” opens up visceral conversations about the fragility of life. In
doing so, | arm individuals and communities with resources, solidarity,
and a voice, rather than weapons.

Not a Drill includes community involvement with the schools
devastated by the 2022 shooting in Uvalde, Texas at Robb Elementary



and the 2018 shooting in Santa Fe, Texas at Santa Fe High School. Since
2022, | have been fostering relationships with Santa Fe Ten Memorial
and LivesRobbed to witness and understand the full impact of these
massacres and the role of art to help communities process grief,
establish connection, and enact change. | will continue to work with
these nonprofits and others to research and develop the various bodies
of work within this larger project.

lconographically, the work appropriates the American flag and that
image continues to naturally deepen and evolve as | install or employ it
over time. For example, Flesh and Blood, pictures my elementary-aged
children wrapped in the American flag printed on mylar emergency
blankets. These thin blankets suggest the frailty and instability currently
found in school protection and asks, “Who will protect America’s
children?”

Thoughts and Prayers documents through photography my body as it
is repeatedly struck and engulfed by emergency blankets/flags. This
fight has an impact not only on survivors and their families, but also on
advocates and the larger affected communities.

New Spelling, a recent video of my two children begins with familiar
words such as vote and flag, but quickly progresses into terms such
as legislation, amendment and semi-automatic. The oral spelling test
ends with my son reciting and my daughter spelling the names of K-12
massacres.

Not a Drill is positioned within a larger conversation that is in one
respect well established and the other only minimally explored. The
politicized body as a site for art is long documented, yet the space
inviting and inspired by children is not. There is a specific history of
performance art and action from Latin American women, like Ana
Mendieta, Regina Jose Galindo, Teresa Margolles and Gabriela Goder,
using their body and the bodies of others to speak to social injustice,
but there is a real lack of women artists creating socially engaged work
from the maternal perspective either inspired by or in collaboration
with children.

Not a Drill enhances the visibility of contemporary feminist positions
addressing the intersections of motherhood and socially engaged

art and emphasizes the blurring of the private and public spheres by
humanizing the overwhelming gun violence data by directly featuring
children in the work. Domestic life and political life are now intertwined.
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visit Congress.gov to view the
current ‘gun law’ legislation




