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			Praise for annah, infinite

		

		
			‘What is behind a portrait? What layers of meaning and bodily experiences are hidden or distorted when one is objectified by the artist? Khairani Barokka breaks down Annah la Javanaise by Paul Gauguin through a lens of colonialism, ableism, heteronormativity, and racism. The author sees pain written on Annah’s body and reflects on her pain journey, tracing years of torture and neglect. Annah, Infinite is a fascinating exploration of Barokka’s relationship with a brown person who was real and made into a painting.’

			— Alice Wong, author of Year of the Tiger: An Activist’s Life

			‘Khairani Barokka’s Annah, Infinite is staged at the limit of portraiture, metabolizing the body as a composite mode of figuration, both present and redacted in the face of violence that sometimes has a face and sometimes is just that, itself, a broad pressure with no fixed source and “multiple modes” In this context, as night falls and keeps falling, Barokka asks if it’s possible: “to translate what we endure as human beings.” Is it?’ 

			— Bhanu Kapil

			‘From the twin poles of An­nah la Javanaise and her own pained body, Khairani Barokka unfurls a bold reimagining of established orthodoxies, punctuated with sharp wit and informed by wide-ranging erudition.’

			— Jeremy Tiang, author of State of Emergency

			‘A profoundly disturbing, intriguing, and illuminating work—Khairani Barokka is so precise and empathetic that the reader aches with phantom pain.’ 

			— Anton Hur, author of Toward Eternity and 
2025 International Booker Prize judge

			‘Annah, Infinite focuses on a single canvas and yet contains multitudes. The text combines poetry, fiction, critical analysis, queer theory, colonial history, artwork, pain memoir and even catalogue descriptions, tempting one to describe it as genre-defying, and yet, I would be tempted to say that this ambitious, searing work heralds the birth of a new, yet-to-be-named genre, a form of translation which demands that we summon all our faculties—seeing, sensing, thinking, hearing, raging, loving, truthing—to engage with the enormity of a single artefact.’

			— Daisy Rockwell, International Booker Prize-winning translator

			‘Khairani Barokka exposes the full evil of oppressive systems even as she denies them the power to hold us down. A powerful alternative to life lived forever in the shadow of the colonial and postcolonial. Like Annah, we were and are and will be and always will be free.’

			—Tiffany Tsao, author of The Majesties and award-winning translator

			‘A major work on language and translation, art-reading and writing, race, femininity and, above all, on pain. It has a definitive and reclamatory power, combining elegy with research and personal experience in a way that is scholarly, expressive, and immensely readable.’

			—Preti Taneja

			‘Annah, Infinite is a powerful, poetic and urgent text that defies categorisation. It is about many things, including art and Gauguin, but also colonisation, exploitation, othering, pain, gender, and the body as it is perceived and as it is experienced – in the past and in the present. Khairani Barokka draws the reader into her concerns by layering what is known, with what might be known, and what can easily be imagined if one chooses to take the risk. And it is a risk because Annah, the ‘Javanese girl’ who was painted by the artist Gauguin - naked and with a monkey at their feet - is given a voice, many voices, including that of the author. All these voices are possible and they become a chorus of truths that corrupt the art, the artist, the critic, the historian and the viewer. As with any chorus, it cannot and should not be ignored. I read this book with awe.’ 

			—Pip Williams, author of The Dictionary of Lost Words

			‘Annah, Infinite is essential, groundbreaking work, deconstructing and reframing colonialism, art, disability, ableism, racism and the understanding of pain, exploring selfhood and interconnectivity under the multiply dehumanising colonial gaze of the art world and medical gaze of the abled world. A unique and life-changing read.’ 

			— Polly Atkin

			‘Khairani Barokka reclaims the figure of Annah la Javanaise, once a footnote in Gauguin’s colonial fantasy, and reimagines her into a multiplicity. No longer the exoticised muse, Annah fractures into a thousand selves: disabled, racialised, violated, yet surviving, subverting, resisting. Through Barokka’s daring, intellectual, and poetic experiment, Annah becomes a portal between the empire’s past—dehumanised bodies from colonial archives—and contemporary violence: the persistent structures of colonialism, racism, ableism, and heteropatriarchy. Annah, Infinite is ambitious, defiant, and haunting.’ 

			—Intan Paramaditha

			‘Through this study of a single canvas and its subject, Barokka presents a brilliant book that defies classification, one that delves into linguistics, colonial history, queer theory and memoir, and is by turns lyrical, angry, tender and pained, harking back to the pioneering work of Linda Nochlin and John Berger, but blazing a new trail that is as unexpected as it is enthralling.’ 

			— Frank Wynne, The Irish Times

		


		
			 

		

		
			Previous Praise for the Author

		

		
			Praise for amuk

			‘Khairani Barokka’s poetry both makes and unmakes, picking apart the fabric and function of language so that we may put it to braver and more necessary use. amuk is the work of a visionary.’ 

			—Victoria Adukwei Bulley, author of Whose Name Means Honey

			‘A poetic act of resurrection. A defiant and hope-giving epic of a collection, reversing colonisation’s murders to restore its victims to life. In these poems, buds sprout from what was severed, forests spring from land made waste. The end transforms into a beginning, a prayer stretching its tender leaves towards the sun.’ 

			—Tiffany Tsao, the author of The Majesties

			Praise for Indigenous Species

			‘Everyone who is interested in art/poetry/politics should be reading and looking at Khairani Barokka’s work.’ 

			—Sophie Collins, poet

		


		
			 

		

		
		

		
			ANNAH, INFINITE

			Translated from the painting Annah la Javanaise

		

		
			Khairani Barokka

		

		
			Annah

Annah is a name that, in Bahasa Indonesia (Indonesian), can mean ‘one Annah’ or ‘multiple Annahs’, as any noun in the singular in Indonesian can also mean that noun in the plural.

		

		
			Untuk Yangtiku tersayang. Untuk para Annah dan keluarga mereka.

		


		
			Cover Description

		

		
			Cover features a lilac purple background. The title appears in dark brownish-red at the center, with the author’s name below. A dark brownish-red tilted axis runs through the middle and at the top is the Tilted Axis Press logo in black.
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			[ ←  A deliberate signpost, to which you will return.

		

		
			Content Warning

		

		
			This is an escape story. There are vast fields of intertwined kinds of violence to pass through, and I try my utmost to reference them without sinking you, to allude to them without being explicit where possible. I have tried to keep you here with gentleness, without gratuitousness, undue explicitness. Though of course my attempts may have differing outcomes for each of us, my intention is for this book to be about the peace on the other side, rarely thought of by many, for Annah, for many of us. We can return and return to that peace for the stretch you are here with me.

			Many forms of violence are present in the possibilities for who Annah la Javanaise depicts. But there are also many possibilities to escape every single one of them. Possibilities that exist, that are always already here. I use this brushstroke over words, where I feel it may be needed for us: for instance, assault. It is impossible, of course, to gauge every reader’s zone of safety, but I have tried my best.

			Gift yourself as many breaks as you need. Writing this required breaks of me, often. Then again, also, jags of delving into worlds where none of these modes of violence exist, when time is no object, time becoming an enveloping warmth.

			No content warning, to my knowledge, exists in others’ presentations of, or writing on, Annah la Javanaise, the painting or the figure.

		


		
			Safety Message from Annah #0.346439

		

		
			Opening up to possibility, imagine yourself in the gentlest environs possible, where you can lie down if you need to, as soft textiles abound. The softest of senses. Your knees up in a forest, if you have knees and can pull them towards your chest, back straight with the soil.

			If you feel jolted from this place, you can return to it.

		


		
			Notes on Language

		

		
			
					 When italicised, i.e. ‘Annah la Javanaise’, I am referring to the painting by Gauguin. When not italicised, i.e. ‘Annah la Javanaise’ or ‘Annah the Javanese’, I am referring to the ‘historically real’ person or people who were called by this name, though their name and/or cultural identity may have been other or multiple.

					If phrases that are not in English, e.g. ‘dia’, are not italicised, that is also deliberate. This is in keeping with my personal and political practice, as a literary translator who believes that to italicise in the English language is often to ‘other’.

			

		


		
			Introduction: Selected Annahs

		

		
			An opera singer, Mme Nina Pack, was on friendly terms with a rich banker who had business relations with the traders of the Malayan Isles. The singer happened to say before the representative of one of these, ‘I would like to have a little negro girl.’ A few months later a policeman brought Mme Nina Pack a young, half-breed, half-Indian, half-Malayan, who had been found wandering about the Gare de Lyon. She had a label hung around her neck, with the inscription: Mme Nina Pack, rue de la Rochefoucauld, á Paris. Envoi de Java. She was given the name of Anna. Some time later, in consequence of a little domestic drama in which Anna was implicated, she was dismissed. She came to me, as I had known her at her employer’s house, to ask me to find her a good situation. I judged her qualifications as a housemaid to be very middling, and thought she stood more chance of succeeding as a model. I told Gauguin about her.

			‘Send her to me. I’ll try her,’ he said.

			Anna pleased him, and he kept her.

			—Ambroise Vollard (Gauguin’s art dealer), 1936

		

		
			The title of Paul Gauguin’s 1893–94 portrait Annah la Javanaise. Aita tamari vahine Judith te parari has two parts, that describe its subject in two different languages: ‘Annah the Javanese [in French]. The child-girl Judith has not been breached [in Tahitian]’. Relatively little is known of the real young person or people who inspired the painting. The instances in which people – whether art historians, the Nobel laureate Mario Vargas Llosa, or writers of art institution copy – have written of Annah contradict each other often, offering up vague and conflicting details of a supposedly insignificant life. Annah’s ethnicity shifts, their origin changes from ‘streets’ to ‘brothels’; I have seen the exact same photo of a child labelled ‘Annah la Javanaise’ also labelled as ‘Teha’amana’, a Polynesian teenager who’d been married to Gauguin. There is so much variation in these nonchalantly inconsistent accounts of their life that it’s plausible multiple brown children could have been mistaken for one, that the figure known as ‘Annah’ could have been a composite. Gauguin was certainly associated with multiple young, brown people in Tahiti; there is no reason why his brown sitters in Paris could not have been multiple. The possibility exists. For that matter, it’s possible that Annah, though widely interpreted as a girl, was trans or of a non-Western gender, and thus possibly desirous of ‘they’ as their pronoun in English, or ‘dia’, the Indonesian gender-neutral pronoun used for everyone. Or something entirely different, different possible Annahs preferring different pronouns.

			These children exist in the archives as an afterthought, an appendage to a coterie of white, European, male painters in late nineteenth-century France, primarily Paul Gauguin.

			I first learned of Annah la Javanaise in 2011. Today it is held in a private collection, inaccessible to the general public except when loaned out to museum exhibitions. I discovered its existence online, and thus experienced it, as most people now do, as a series of pixels on a screen, a digital ghost of an artwork whose original form exists exclusively for its wealthy owners. My first thought upon seeing the picture was that it showed a Javanese girl, like myself, a body labelled as a Javanese woman (though in photographs in the Gauguin archives, a similar-looking person presents as a child), documented abroad in the nineteenth century, captured in both painted and photographic form. This is rare to see.

			At that time I had begun to think increasingly about women’s pain, being in acute and untreated pain myself for what would later be diagnosed as permanent nerve damage; the northern hemisphere summer of 2011 was the beginning of continuous and then intermittent, always-at-risk-of-relapsing, ‘ten out of ten’, stunning, incomprehensible levels of pain. It would be more than a decade until I knew that the right word for this, what I should have been calling it all along, was torture. Even so, I did know – instinctively, instantaneously, of course – that the threat of this torture revisiting my soulbody, of it staying, was contingent on others believing me, providing the necessary conditions for proper treatment. I did not know that the abject lack of treatment, care and belief would become a recurring motif, the banal parameters of life, but I knew that all my life hinged on was belief.

			It is this experience that sparked an instant recognition, upon seeing Annah/s portrayed, that the world was framing them so as to deny the truth of personal infernos. The world had instantaneously become so unsafe for me then that the only point of safety and possible understanding was the person, or various possible people, portrayed in this painting. The figure – figures – of Annah crystallised ideas that had been on my mind: the link between chronic pain and past trauma; how women are less likely to be believed when they experience pain, by the medical establishment and/or friends and family; the compounding of women’s pain due to that disbelief, and the compounding of this disbelief due to gender and race.

			Since my discovery of the painting fourteen years ago, I have held on to Annah dearly as a composite of figures to whom I could relate. Their probable horrors and experiences are likely different from mine, but here was a person labelled ‘Javanese girl’ who could well have been in pain, but for whom the possibility of pain does not occur to an ablenormative world. In subsequent years, I have projected scenarios of their escape, safety and joy onto my fiction, poetry and visual art, knowing that in reality, a child in their circumstances at that time was very likely to have suffered throughout their life. After all, interpreted as young, brown girl/s in 1890s France, they would have lived lives of isolation, and their captor Gauguin – captor, as they were likely enslaved – was a known domestic abuser who would certainly today be classified as a sexual predator. Gauguin delighted in humiliating all women, but targeted women descended from European colonies precisely because they were less protected. In Noa Noa, the journal of his time in Tahiti, Gauguin reminisced, ‘I saw plenty of calm-eyed young women, I wanted them to be willing to be taken without a word: taken brutally. In a way longing to rape.’

			Gauguin lived twice in what was then French Polynesia, first from 1891 to 1893 – when he was in charge of an official mission from the French Ministry of Education and Culture – and again from 1895 until his death in 1903. During his first trip to Tahiti, he reportedly took three brides, aged between thirteen and fourteen, and was rumoured to have given them and others syphilis. Yet the artistic result of Gauguin’s Polynesian trips – his famed portraits of brown children interpreted as girls – are not seen as artefacts of abuse but as remarkable contributions to Western art history. In 1896, Gauguin was commissioned to paint a portrait of Vaite Goupil, the nine-year-old daughter of his Tahiti-based French patron Auguste Goupil. The disturbingly adult nature of the portrait may have been what caused Goupil to distance himself from Gauguin, yet there was no known outcry from patrons about Gauguin’s use of brown children, interpreted as girls, as sexual objects. In Paris and Brittany, between trips to Tahiti, according to numerous historians’ accounts, he was seen in the company of Annah – a very young person who was taken to be sexually involved with him, though even the fact that they ever posed nude for him is an assumption, and cannot be proved. There is in fact no clear evidence, despite what disturbing biopics and Nobel-winning novelists will tell you, that Gauguin and Annah were romantically or sexually engaged at all, though it was widely assumed they were, and this assumption is treated as unequivocal fact by numerous history books and ‘world-class’ arts institutions. All art historical accounts portray this supposed relationship as benign, as part of the male artist’s whimsy and exoticism, or else portray Annah as a heartless villain… for, as we will come to, there are accounts of them trying to regain power from Gauguin in a very specific way.

			Over time, my understanding of who the children labelled as Annah might be has expanded as I’ve investigated the role of ableism as combined with white supremacy in arts institutions. I’ve grown increasingly aware of how archival texts and images concerning the figure of Annah impose a set of beliefs and agendas that support a very specific power dynamic between subject and artist – in which the former is an unharmed, impervious muse no matter what the truth may have been – and shape extant narratives surrounding the real child or children who lived and inspired the painting. A 1950 LIFE Magazine issue described Annah, without evidence, as ‘Gauguin’s Faithless Javanese’; they are portrayed as a willing sexual partner of Gauguin’s in films such as 1986’s award-winning (and thoroughly vile in its depiction of the endangerment of children) The Wolf at the Door. Their image is used today in art history classes as an example of Gauguin’s primitivist oeuvre. Overwhelmingly, Annah has been depicted as supplementary, a tantalising femme fatale, proof of Gauguin’s closeness to the ‘natives’, part of the myth of the genius artist, explorer and tamer of foreign wildnesses.

			I’m convinced, however, that it’s important to consider the notion, largely unexplored, that Annah la Javanaise is very possibly a portrait of a young child living with pain. Why Annah in particular? Why pain? There is a perception that it is counterintuitive to describe people in paintings as potentially pained. But this is only because ableist, ocularcentric interpretations permeate the field of visual cultures. A depicted body is assumed to be unpained, until a certain set of cues that abled people understand as ‘cues for pain’ somehow prove that they are pained. Yet as those of us who live with chronic pain know, in photos and in the flesh there is often no way that another person can know we are in pain, nor to what degree. Further, sometimes pain is incurred during the taking of an image – by sitting on the wrong nerve, for instance – and may manifest days later, acutely. Such emergencies, and lack of acknowledgment of them, have formed continual traumas in my own life, and I know that I am far from alone in experiencing this.

			Disabled1 people are the largest minority in the world, and most of us live or come from places that have borne the brunt of white supremacist political economies, in both the ‘first world’ and ‘third world’, whether lead-poisoned Flint, Michigan or environmentally threatened Kendeng, Indonesia. The medical model of disability, which claims that all ‘differences’ must be ‘healed’ (in other words, stamped out), was so entrenched in Indonesian psyches by Dutch missionary hospital systems that I was only explicitly reminded well into adulthood of a fact I knew subconsciously: that some Javanese deities are or have been disabled, as written about by disabled colleague Slamet Amex Thohari. These assumptions – abled until proven disabled, and that all disabilities are the same, and meant to be ‘healed’ or eliminated – are deep-rooted, and intrinsically related to colonialist human classification systems. When we look at any image of any human missing certain normative ‘cues of pain’, the default interpretation is not only that are they not in pain, but that the mere possibility of their painedness is preposterous. Greater society has no understanding of bodies that exhibit no outer sign of pain according to abled norms, and yet are in pain. This makes Annah’s pain a certain possibility.

			Is this so far-fetched? That a child in the presence of an abusive older man, who seemed to revel in the intimation that they had a sexual relationship, would hurt? This does not mean they were only ever a victim. One story of Annah claims they robbed Gauguin of everything except his art. In this possibility, Annah may have escaped. And even if they didn’t, none of us are just victims of anything. We carry all of our lives in our bodies. These are stratified layers of emotion, complex memories kept in the sternum and soaked in the marrow. Annah would have had this kind of body too, a body that remembers, no matter how we choose to remember them.

			I say that Annah could have been a pained body. Of course, the varieties of pain are infinite, from the aftermath of a stubbed toe, to fibromyalgia, to varying kinds of headaches. To torture. There are spectrums of pain’s longevity, intensity, nature, origin, and crucially, spectrums of its meaning. Only Annah knows what was experienced by their body/ies. The operations of ableism, racism and sexism are closely linked within colonial mechanisms, in ways that are pervasive, enduring, and ongoing. Bringing these links to the fore illuminates how much we elide and deny histories of pain in portrayed human bodies, particularly vulnerable human bodies such as those of Annah. Portrayed as vivacious and lively, their wellbeing was profoundly at risk.

			So here we go. Let’s consider and imagine Annah differently, many different Annahs, Annah as infinite possibilities; the truth being the same distance from our grasp as the 1890s, truth kept with, and belonging to, only them and all the many possible thems.

			*

			Annah la Javanaise is a painting created in France, which affixes a name to its subject belonging to those who come from a densely populated Southeast Asian island. The painting uses bright colours, and is meant to be placed upright, meaning, vertically, as the subject is presented. When the piece is listed – in galleries, museums, libraries, and within the electric flow of their image – his name comes first. His name, then Annah’s, then Judith’s:

			Paul Gauguin, Annah the Javanese, or Aita Tamari Vahine Judith te Parari (The Child-Woman Judith Is Not Yet Breached), 1893–94. Oil on canvas, 45 1/4 x 31 1/2 in. (116 x 81 cm). Private Collection.

			This is a rectangle-shaped piece of commerce. A person is sitting on a chair, taking up the frame’s space. We infer: this is Annah the Javanese. There is a creature alongside Annah, but it is not Judith: it is an unnamed monkey at their feet. Annah is smiling like Mona Lisa, but they are naked. The background wall is peach-terracotta.

			What on earth is Judith doing in that title? you might ask. You might well ask. Judith Molard, the daughter of Gauguin’s friend and patron, posed as a full-frontal nude model for him in sessions that were put to a stop by her mother, Ida, once they were discovered. Annah la Javanaise could have been, in fact, an amalgamated body of this girl and another. But it is, in the end, Annah, whom it is easier for Gauguin to objectify, to twist into an image of sexual openness. And it is emphasised that the child-girl Judith has not been breached – with the unsaid implication that this is not the case for Annah.

			Annah has the body of a widely presumed cis-girl. ‘Child-Woman’, some might describe their presentation as, though one must remember: this label in the title applies only to Judith. They have pubic hair, possible snail trail, round breasts. Their hair is tied up. Their earrings are looped and golden. Their legs are crossed at the ankles, on a green cushion. They are naked and palatial.

			Annah is said, in various sources, to be around thirteen, so perhaps, if in a menstruating body, they had not yet had their first period. Or perhaps they had, though the figure on the chair shows no signs of bleeding.

			What is this Private Collection? The terms of possession keep Annah la Javanaise’s current owners to themselves.

			*

			Annah sits on blue upholstery in a carved wooden chair.

			Would you feel comfortable being naked with a monkey at your feet? Would you be afraid of it biting you? Who would you allow to see you sitting in a chair with your legs crossed at your ankles, with nothing on but earrings and perhaps a hair clip? If you were thirteen years old?

			*

			In historical documents, Annah is given biographical attributes that are completely disparate from one to the next – ‘half-Malay, half-Indian’; ‘half-Indonesian, half-Dutch’; ‘mulatto’; ‘Polynesian’, as a Tate Library archive entry has it. Originally, she was labelled as ‘Javanese’, but the varied writing on her origins allows for slippages in the interstices of these biographical facts. It doesn’t matter what colony this person is from, these clashing documents suggest, as long as they are from a colony.

			Over the past fourteen years, I have seen photos of brown children with faces that could have been from entirely different people, all labelled as Annah. I have seen two photos of exactly the same brown body assumed to be a girl, labelled both ‘Hannah la Javanaise, Paul Gauguin’s mistress’ and ‘Tohotaua of Polynesia who posed for Paul Gauguin’. They have never been able to tell us apart. When it comes to the object of colonisation, the details aren’t important. All that matters is that details, people, are possessed and possessable.

			That their origins are written as varied and clashing gives rise to this understanding: Annah could have been many kinds of bodies. They could have been trans. They could have hated the pronoun ‘they’ and preferred ‘she’, and in this case as in others, they could have been autistic or otherwise neurodivergent, could have been D/deaf, they could have limped. She or they or him or dia could have been in a non-normative body, and chosen not to disclose this. Perhaps non-disclosure would have been a small window to less vulnerability, a bit more safety in the terrifying world these child-figure/s inhabited.

			*

			maybe the body is the only question an answer can’t extinguish

			—Ocean Vuong

			*

			In her book Paul Gauguin: An Erotic Life, the art historian Nancy Mowll Mathews writes:

			Alternatively seductive and bullying in his manner… Although he did not hesitate to physically abuse both men and women and evidently was titillated by their submission, he also imagined the pleasurable sensation of receiving such abuse. His many paintings of Eve frightened by the snake attest to his belief in the eroticism of both rape and submission.

			*

			An object sits on a chair in this painting, in the shape of a woman made of brown oil. Primate at her feet, whole nudity stretched out. Hair in a bun, bum perched on seat’s edge.

			Is this a ‘nature painting’? Is this natural? Annah la Javanaise. Aita tamari vahine Judith te parari. With its title in French and Tahitian, the work has at least four cultural components that can be discerned: (1) French, (2) Javanese, a culture from Java, Indonesia’s most populated island, and therefore (3) Indonesian, Indonesia being the country now fourth most populated in the world, which emerged as independent in 1945 and is and has been a perpetrator of colonialism itself, its borders including Java, the island on which Indonesia’s capital Jakarta resides, and (4) Tahitian, a language invoked by Gauguin to suggest to others that he was close to ‘savages’, to the exotic, to ‘primitive’ peoples whose art he copied, whose young children he captured and made paintings of that are now held in private collections.

			Despite the flattening of their identity, there remains the possibility that Annah’s body had pulsating parts which were nerve-sensitised, vulnerable to variable jolts, waves and oceans of pain. As many kinds of pain as water, Frenchwaters, Tahitianwaters, Javanesewaters, Indonesianwaters, Englishwaters, traversing, concurrently – pain could have been a hazy drizzle in the arm, a shudder of rain, a deluge of sea; it could have been of different intensities, ebbing in some collections of cells, flowing in others.

			Once a professor I know said of the painting something to the effect of, ‘Yes, she could be disabled and in pain, she is tilted.’ But those of us who know pain know: we can assume Olympian positions of strength and endurance, years at a time, holding it puckered in ligaments, giving no sign of our painedness to abled folk. We can smile widely, with no one but ourselves the wiser. Our bodies could be imploding internally and, perhaps because we have been disbelieved so routinely, we may not even signal in an ablenormative way that we are in distress. For we have experienced ablenormative surrounds as unsafe for pained people, we have had our distress weaponised against us and disbelieved, and so we act ‘unpained’ in order to avoid the brutality of disbelief.

			In addition, when a body is experiencing acute pain, it may be to such a degree that the human brain is overwhelmed, bewildered, and causes behaviour inscrutable to others. Sometimes we must appear abled for employment purposes, such as when sitting as an artist’s model, for a man with a known propensity for violence. Though Gauguin’s son wrote of his father’s domestic abuse, and Gauguin’s over-familiar relationships with a plethora of children are documented in numerous archival sources, not a single authority figure stepped in to apprehend him for any suspected crime. Crimes, after all – who can be punished for them, whom they can be committed against – are created by a society of a particular time and place. The historical record names several young people whom Gauguin painted – Marie Jade, Judith Molard, Jeanne Schuffenecker, Teha’amana, Pahura (Pau’ura) a Tai, Vaeoho Marie-Rose, and Annah. The degree of protection afforded to these children varied widely, by virtue of race and class.

			Annah’s situation made them more vulnerable to chronic pain, and they were vulnerable due to many factors: a young, brown, child, interpreted as a girl, in Paris, of uncertain citizenship, with no documented guardians; a slave who was ordered by an opera singer, someone with a possible history of child labour according to accounts that they began Parisian life as a domestic worker or sex worker who was likely not paid; very likely an ongoing survivor of abuse at the hands of an older, colonial white man; a child who was surrounded primarily by other older, white men who condoned if not contributed to and perpetuated this abuse; set up as a sexual rival to girls their age who they were in contact with; profoundly isolated with a lack of holistic healthcare and wellbeing. All of these elements meant they were at risk of injury from trauma, which can result in chronic pain.

			What if these were the painting’s titles?

			Portrait of a Child in Pain.

			Portrait of a Nude Child in Pain.

			Portrait of Nude Child Annah in Pain (The Child Judith Has Not Been Breached).

			Gauguin’s fantasies of young girls could actually have been fantasies of young girls in severe pain. Entertain this notion. Stay with it. It is a clear option.

			What is this ‘nature’ Gauguin thought he was spelling out, if a painter is unaware of the nuances of the sittee’s internal states? Do I assume that the painted body is not in pain? Why, and why not? Do I assume Gauguin was not in pain, the tortured artist? After all, an aspect of Gauguin’s mystique is that he suffered for his eccentric identification with ‘savage’ cultures, that he was alienated from valorised bourgeois French values. In that article ‘Gauguin’s Faithless Javanese’, Annah is blamed by LIFE for Gauguin’s financial woes in the lead-up to his death – perversely, she is painless, he is pained by her. Stories of white male artists, who are the ‘greats’, the ‘geniuses’, in Eurocentric art history curricula, are littered with justifications for harmful behaviour. The actual power dynamics between them and their muses magically reversed. As I consider the power dynamics here, I de-intensify Paul Gauguin’s pain in light of how vulnerable he made Annah.

			I think of Annah as oil on a canvas in an unnamed private collection (a source I shall keep anonymous has told me of a diabolically wealthy family whom she thinks is in possession of the painting), and also as a series of pixels. Ones and zeroes, JPEGs, GIFs, PNGs, screenshots, Google Image searches, on endless screens. Alive in the cloud. The message here is repeated, subtle cues we receive every day in an ablenormative world about visual images: ‘She is abled. She is not in pain.’ Yet the notion that a body is either ‘in pain’ or ‘not in pain’, one or the other, is a falsehood foreclosing a world of possibilities, including, for instance, ‘I’m fine, though now that I have a minute to rest, I realise my muscles feel exhausted’ or ‘I’ve lived with chronic pain that fluctuates from acute severity to bearability, depending on a bunch of factors. Right now I’d say it’s five out of ten in my chest and two out of ten in my arm, if you want to use a flawed numerical system.’ Abled assumptions of a monolithic, binary system for painedness are treacherous, and often deceitful.

			A person can pose for a portrait sitting and be pained. A person can feel it acutely the longer they sit, or perceive it as a dull ache. Or they can forget about the pain, because it’s lasted so long in the body that the mind has constructed a defence of many neurons that allows them to live so: pained, in varying degrees. Once again, it must be stressed that the pain might only be felt or intensify later.

			The images discussed here – in painting, in photographic form, of children labelled ‘Annah’ – pose the question: where are the traces of possible pain in all forms of Annah la Javanaise as image: .JPEG, .PNG, screenshot, Google Search? I believe they have always been there.

			The FAQs on the website for the Register for Artist Models, the UK’s professional association for artist models and tutors, says:

			‘(3) Have you the patience and stamina required to keep very still for up to 45 minutes at a time, regardless of whatever discomfort (sometimes pain) you may be in? Sometimes you will be required to return to the same awful pose after a short break. Indeed, the same pose may last for several weeks. In time you learn what to avoid, to some extent, and you also become a bit tougher, but you will never avoid pain and discomfort entirely in this job.’

			Here it is prudent to remind ourselves that Annah, of course, is never recorded as having been paid monetarily for their services as a muse.

			For fourteen years now, I’ve created many multiform Annah scenarios, numbered randomly to emphasise the infinite nature of their possibilities, which includes, finally, the possibility that there are worlds in which the child is, or children are, somehow safe.

			*

			Annah #8,925 Conveys a Message to You

			Schoolgirls learn about me in classrooms. They cup my breasts like a mug of hot tea, leaves picked from blurry lands, inconsequential plantations. They are quizzed on late eighteenth-century artistic movements in France. On his oeuvre. On my nudity compared to other forms of nudity. Not much in the teachers’ lectures about provenance. Imagine them even broaching the provenance of my being, of my being here.

			What is the term for this: erasure? Diminishment? Of humming we still feel in our bodies, and would rather forget – or better yet, transform into a substance of gentleness, protective momentum, beyond healed scar, beyond the right not to forgive.

			I feel a constant panic, the panic of not being understood by yet another, and another, and another. They wear tartan skirts and red backpacks; I only notice the ones my age. That schoolgirls are taught about my image as benign is in no way benign. It is caught up in all the ways we revere male ‘geniuses’ so long after their deaths, so long after the deaths of us as muses, as more than muses. Our humanity is boiling hot to the blood as a cauldron, overspilling again and again within the confines of our skin; this is not taught to the schoolgirls. There is a constant mad rush to be known, and to be home. My inside stirrings have been denied not repeatedly but interminably, without end, and so it is their reality that reigns, that imperils me, that sickens me from within. And my hands begin to hurt.

			Every time you try to thrash through the wall, beyond which, you hope, you will find peace and a whole sense of selfhood that thrives, you are shaken by it, the wall thrashes back, thunders against your shoulders as it throws you upon itself.

			The monkey-fed room you have been thrust into is on fire. Walls of this room become limits of skin.

			Something has been damaged to wrecking point.

			It began before it began. When I saw him and, soon after, his paintings. I realised what he did in Tahiti, to those youths, and how he would make the painting with my name as its title. How my body would be on a plane, oiled, a representation foretold, as it had been for other women whose language I did not speak, whose customs I did not understand. I understood that, like a very small child, a Parisian not-brown would look at our skins, as though deciphering the remnants of a hunt, and draw circles around us.

			And earlier, when I set foot in France for the first time, and the weight of universal unsafety descended on my black-haired head with every look that came my way, that wanted me gone or captured, a monkey in Europe, a curiosity. It began when I knew I would leave Java, and when my mother died it began very quietly there, with her last breath. As wicked as living often is, I want my mother in it. As wicked as living is, I want the strange thing that is life.

			Annah #67

			So I wake up in monochrome, and someone is asking ‘Why would you think of her in chronic pain?’ And then it’s more than a person asking, it’s many. I scratch at the surface of the canvas from within, and find I can’t breathe. To realise respiration was never an option when your flesh is paint, what a godawful relief. So I throw my head back and laugh, because I realise I am inanimate, I am a figurine on a canvas, there’s no air to go in my lungs. How am I even sure there are lungs in here when I can’t even remember the monkey’s name; can I be sure of what I learned of anatomy? I try to remember the place where I could have learned of two bags of hollow lungs splayed in a chest, symmetrical, heaving in and out again.

			Back in the village there was a school. Did I go? The Dutch weren’t allowed to teach us, learning came from the mosque and aunties – Bu Des – around us. Rattan was used as a ruler might be in the white schools, rapped against walls and floors for attention. There is a lesson I knew before I knew it, which is that the maps of a woman’s anatomy came about through torture of women whose skins were brown – slaves used for medical experiments – that led to white OB/GYN ‘discoveries’. The sexual reproductive system was delineated this way. I don’t remember the year I am in. I’ve banged my head, it seems, or were these voices always rushing, retching towards my body.

			‘Why would you think of her in chronic pain?

			in chronic pain?

			in chronic pain?’

			And I think of when P. nearly choked on a fishbone and then chucked a decanter at my neck, screaming that came from the wine in his veins about how he’d hit his wife whenever he could, so I’d better get the fuck on my knees and suck him for cooking this shit.

			I somehow also know that his son will write about remembering this, father bloodying his mother.

			In museums, there are so many girls who might be mistaken for me. I have been mistaken for them. I run my hands across their hair, all the world greyscale, in a different colour register from his. I lift up their hair with their permission, see scabs healing over on the napes from his hands. One of the girls tells me it is the Christian year 2020. The Javanese calendar: Jumadiawal – 1953 Wawu, Sengara Langkir.

			‘Don’t worry’, I tell all of them, ‘I have a plan’, and we leave stretched out canvases together, for a secret pot of retribution.

			*

			Annah #45 on the Water

			I went to sit far by the river, as the river is also the ocean.

			As marine goddess Nyi Roro Kidul came and

			took me in her arms as a cauldron of fear, in a dream,

			telling of such things that I now know. And currently

			he is napping, so I may open into the sun.

			Napping as a prerequisite for busy waves in miniature

			and fervent, against my ankles. They call this liquid

			the Seine, and I say it is the Java Sea.

			Oil rises thick to the top,

			against banks; I swim deep.

			

			
				
						1 I take the word ‘disabled’ to mean a complex combination of socially imposed disabilities (the opposite of ‘enabled’) and other person-specific factors. It is my opinion that a person has the right to self-identify how they wish, as long as it does not hurt others; in line with my transnational community of disability justice activists, I prefer ‘disabled person’ to ‘person with a disability’ in most contexts, the latter term often contributing to further stigma of ‘otherness’ and ‘difference’, and eugenicist urges to eradicate it. I also, however, understand that someone living with a chronic health condition, for instance, may vastly prefer to be described as ‘living with [said condition]’.


				

			

		


		
			Chapter One: Caption: Annah/s, Infinite

		

		
			[Caption 1

			Content warning: the intertwining of multiple modes of harm, including multiple characterisations without express consent of the deceased.]

			—

			[Caption 2

			Paul Gauguin, Annah the Javanese, or Aita Tamari Vahine Judith te Parari (The Child-Woman Judith Is Not Yet Breached), 1893–94. Oil on canvas, 45 1/4 x 31 1/2 in. (116 x 81 cm). Private Collection.

			This image is easily Google Image-searched. Enter the three words ‘Annah la Javanaise’ into the visual search engine. See how many-many. Sisters linked hand by hand, linked by primitivism’s frame. Embroiled, as are all of us nowadays, in a grid of capturable pixels.

			(The image of multiple Annahs below, in Google Image search, under the words ‘Annah la javanesa - Viquipédia’.)]

			[image: Annah la javanesa - Viquipédia]

			—

			[Caption 3

			Painting of a naked child on a chair, your hair in a bun, your ankles crossed, arms on the chair. Monkey at your feet.]

			—

			[Caption 4

			To address you in Aksara Jawa (Javanese script), I would have to use pada andhap, punctuation for addressing a person of higher rank or age in a letter:

			꧃

			Although, with your permission, I’d want to take you to a loving parent all the time. And that would feel as though it would require pada luhur, the punctuation for addressing a person of lower age:

			꧅

			Except that pada luhur is also used for those of lower rank. I feel that you outrank me, however, in every instance. To use a term from poet Alexis Pauline Gumbs, everything I’ve created of your stories over the past fourteen years feels ‘ancestrally co-written’. It feels as though you are banging down the door from inside a canvas, that all of you are, with an urgency that has not dissipated in 121 years.

			Aksara Jawa punctuation without age or rank, pada guru:

			꧋꧐꧋

			Aksara Jawa punctuation for a person of equal age or rank, pada madya:

			꧄

			]

			—

			[Caption 5

			Here’s to the plurality of ‘you’.

			If one looks at that particular Google Image search, and scrolls down the entries and notices the captions attached, they might come across a particular nugget of truth: the same girl marked ‘Annah la Javanaise’ is elsewhere marked as being Polynesian.

			From LIFE Magazine’s 11 September 1950 issue, a feature entitled ‘GREAT LOVES OF GREAT ARTISTS’:

			[Paul] installed a bronze-skinned Javanese girl named Annah, whom he had met in Montmartre, and there he painted her like a South Sea queen on a blue throne, while his pet monkey leaped about the room and hung from the doorway on which was inscribed in Tahitian words, Here there is love. Later Gauguin took Annah and the monkey off to Britany [sic] where, in a fight with some sailors, the painter was seriously injured. While he was recovering, Annah slipped away to Paris, looted his studio and disappeared. Bitter and once again impoverished, Gauguin sailed away to Tahiti where he was to die, diseased and abandoned, eight years later.

			Pobrecito Paul. Poor little man, of whom his son would write that he was a domestic abuser, who’d hit his Danish wife until she bled. Nowhere in what I’ve read so far is what ultimately became of you. The myth of the vanishing thief. I am proud of you, Annah, of all versions of your history that involve grand robbery on own initiative.

			According to Mowll Mathews, there was no evidence that Paul was intimate with you. There is, however, every suggestion that he wanted the public to believe you were, to bolster his persona as closer to the ‘savages’.

			‘Annah lived in Gauguin’s Paris flat and it is believed that Annah was also his mistress… Annah was in fact Eurasian (Dutch-Javanese), brought to Paris from Southeast Asia by the opera singer Nina Pack and “found” by Gauguin’s art dealer in the streets or brothels of Montmartre…’ writes scholar M. Isaac Cohen.

			‘Dutch-Javanese’.

			Other works describe Annah as, variously:

			‘mulatto’

			‘mixed-race’

			‘Ceylonese’

			‘half-Indian, half-Malayan’

			In not one of these texts is it ever mentioned that others describe your heritage differently, describe how you came to know Gauguin differently. You are a puzzle piece that despite lack of specificity always fits into Gauguin marketing, into the numerical value at potential auction of the painting Annah la Javanaise, a painting as investment.

			It doesn’t matter which colony you came from, as long as you are from a colony (never mind that Java was then under Dutch rule, not French – you know, Annah, how they work in brutal cahoots).]

			—

			[Caption 6

			Nearly every single source, whatever they say about your origins, mentions that you were thirteen, or ‘around thirteen’. One day, I was discussing this, the strangeness of this and my confusion around it, when my colleague, the artist and curator Ala Younis, suggested that it might have been the age of consent in France at the time. She was right.

			Schoolgirls are brought to museums and galleries, told how best to frame nudity. Taught of old masters, of sittees as muses, as willing friends of a genial mythos, as paramours to genius.]

			—

			[Caption 7

			There’s you. And you’re the only one of all the ones he’s painted who is ever described as Javanese. And there’s Judith, the child-girl Judith who has not been breached, that’s in the title. And she is also written of as around thirteen. This is most likely Judith Molard, daughter of his friends the Molards, in Paris.

			The feature film from 1986 which lays claim to you: Oviri, or Wolf at the Door. Don’t watch it, unless you’d like to see a scene in which a child actor with brown skin, portraying you, is seen naked underneath Paul, as portrayed by Donald Sutherland. The child is completely still, a plank on the bed. And so they dubbed the sounds of a woman moaning in pleasure over this scene in which the child looks terrified. On IMDB, I see that the actor who plays this child (who I will not name here) has never acted in another film. I have no intention of seeking her out, of making more of her life research for my book. The scene is a bruise.

			Don’t watch Oviri unless you’d like to see the film cut – amidst the dubbed moaning of Annah – to a shot of the child actor who plays Judith Molard in her bed in the room below Paul’s. Tossing and turning at the sounds above, jealousy fanning the sheets of her bed. Don’t watch Oviri unless you’d like to see the final scene with Sutherland as Gauguin kissing the child actor who plays Judith Molard, then refusing to have sex with her – how moral! How still-civilised towards white children! – before he returns to Tahiti.

			The Child-Girl Judith Is Not Yet Breached. Victorious Paul, he who is savage-adjacent, yet would never transgress European morals. Tenets that do not extend to Annahs’ protection in any possible way.]

			—

			[Caption 8

			People referred to as Annah are never referred to as Javanese child-girl, but I remember being one. When I was twelve and in SMP (middle school) in Jakarta, it was the glory days before widespread internet access and smartphones, when we had to memorise each other’s home landline numbers, and this cemented friendships. When we would scribble in each other’s books, in distinctively individual handwriting styles that meant we were becoming. When we could still make up cocoons of childlike fantasy, when salty and ingenious insults were forms of experimentation with power, when our crushes were sacrosanct and our nicknames for each other were legion. It was rebellious to hike up your school uniform skirt, and it was the trend to wear bras with clasps in the shape of animals or other cartoonish images that would show underneath our regulation white, tucked in, button-down shirts. On Fridays at my school, we all wore long white skirts and long, white tunics, and went to the mosque in tittering unison, seen from above as a pale, moving sheet of burning hormones.

			Below is a mixed media work entitled Annah #99.16: School-aged. The writing in the background is of the kind we would write in notebooks, in the mid-to-late 1990s. It was originally in greyscale, without collage in the middle; a photo printer mishap led me to rework the entire piece, when it was already on a gallery wall in Switzerland, hours away from opening time. I knelt on a cushioned stool, and remade you, already upright, with cut-up photo paper smeared with black ink, and pink halal lipstick of the kind I would have delighted in trying at around thirteen. As though you wanted to try some pink with you, as though you wanted layers and layers of ink to near terrify.

			
				
					[image: Annah #99.16: School-aged]
				

			

			]

			[Caption 9

			In 2011, I was in New York City when I saw the painting of you, and the title it had been given; I was wracked with pain as I still am when overstrained, beyond scales of ten as maximum level, beyond all belief. Truly beyond belief – neurologists dismissed me, repeatedly, my claims met with raised eyebrows, marked as hysteria and impossibility, all my words bent and frenetic by shock and PTSD and neuropathic hurt that ebbed then ramped itself to eleven. It was physically difficult to speak at times; at other times, I rambled in confusion at what was happening to my body. For months, and then intermittently, it was difficult to move. I was often half-paralysed, my right side seizing up in agony and shock. It was years before I was given enough good medicine (four years, to be exact) to push away such torture most of the time when fully rested, though neural pain has remained a threat that bucks regularly. Particularly in the aftermath of a decade in which I needed dedicated care and help in the home, but was never told this, and was forced by circumstance to live without (as I would continuously, until late 2021), and I am a ‘spoonie’, chronically ill, writing about you from bed. I’ve come up for air now, made a life of as much joy and pleasure and love as I can fit into it, between electric shocks.

			In 2011, I had not yet made this life of more enjoyment for myself, beset by such frequent if not constant knives, but I knew in that instant – of looking at how Paul had painted you, of looking at how others have looked at you for over a hundred years – that you too had a bodymind unknowable in spirit, that they thought they knew, but could not have known. That none of us ever really know what the other’s miraculous body is feeling, and as such, you could have been a pained girl too. That, the more I researched you, it would have been miraculous to have been so close to an abusive older man and escaped pain. That pain is multivariable, shades and colours, that it is not always suffering, though too often is. That people live with it all the time, and deserve to live. That who these people are, however, are often brown and/or Black bodies, femme bodies. That we in these bodies are seldom believed, often doubted when belief could save our lives.
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