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The Aesthetics of the ‘Mundane’:
Techniques of Resourcefulness and Survival
Among Working Class Trinidadians

CANDICE SOBERS
My research is a contemporary study which provides a view into the lived realities of working class
Trinidadians. Through a purposeful lens, it seeks to examine these realities to determine what
invaluable procedural techniques have been constructed by the working class Trinidadian in the
management of poverty. This primarily ethnographic, qualitative study explores the workings of
survival, invention and resourcefulness in the management of poverty by members of six extended
families. The families reside in Sangre Grande, Curepe, Couva, Santa Cruz, Arima and Macoya. In this
study, I recreate their lived experiences, as well as record the secrets of their cutting and contriving
innovations; not as an explanation but rather to provide instructive insight.
The “mundane”, referring to the day to day lives of the six participant families, is a subjective term
which cannot be generalized. A comprehensive conceptual and interpretative artistic body of work
including a combination of paintings, drawings and crafts provided perspectives on the
commonplace in these families’ experiences which might appear novel or extraordinary to others. By
means of ethnomethodology a handbook was created which summarized and archived sixty
resourceful techniques representing the traditional knowledge of the participating families.
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Figure 1: Balancing Act, 2012, acrylic on canvas, 23 x 36 in.
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I was motivated by Viktor Shklovsky, the Russian Formalist, to produce paintings of
“defamiliarization”, a term used to describe the purpose of art and literature. Shklovsky argues “that
the habitual way of thinking is to make the unfamiliar as easily digestible as possible”(qtd. in Lemon
and Reis 4). Shklovsky’s standpoint reiterates the ability of the viewer to ignore the unfamiliar with
minimal conscious effort, since perceptions are automatic and based on associations.

Figure 2: Wedgee, 2012, mixed medium on canvas, 23 x 36 in.
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Figure 3: Rhizome, 2012, acrylic on canvas, 23 x 36 in.
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The purpose of my art practice is to force the onlooker to notice the working class lifestyle from my
intimate gaze and to alter perception so that the techniques and methods used by the working class
in the production of well-being are not overlooked. My paintings and drawings document automatic
mannerisms, gestures, and behaviors of these particular working class Trinidadians in their home
setting to capture “naturalness”. These bodily dispositions (sometimes captured by the use of the
blind gaze technique) owe their specific force to the fact that they operate at the subconscious level
- beyond the deliberate intention or introspection of scrutiny or dominance by will. Such an endeavor
helps me to understand my participants on a more informed level and conveys the most fundamental
usage of value systems to evaluate their social experiences.

Figure 4: Ancestral Skill, 2012, acrylic on canvas, 23 x 36 in.

The paintings are not illustrations of working class lifestyles but rather uninhibited windows into the
participants’ ‘lived realities’, pushing the viewer’s gaze, to give multiple vantage points for
investigating each experience. These works and crafts were presented to the public in an exhibition
from 17-25 September 2013 at the Art Society of Trinidad and Tobago and copies of the handbook
were made available at that time.
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