Introduction

“ I was born ... eight hundred and ten years ago ... I was probably bottled but it may have been a natural birth. I don’t know ... I was looking for ways to design a whole society from scratch. There were plenty of examples - mostly miserable failures. Part of the problem was that it was impossible to start with brand-new human beings. The converts to the new society always brought along a cultural hangover from their areas of origin. Most of the very worst failures were those based on religions and airy moral convictions. I decided that mine would be based firmly on self-interest.” 

P 104, The Artificial Kid, Bruce Sterling, ROC publisher 1980.
Proposal:

Rachel & Donovan Russell will give a presentation on the 'mechanization' of the body as society prepares to accept implants, silicon chips and communications signals that leave us with a double bind:

a) The power to do things we were unable to do so before

b) 'Forgetting' the body and losing the ability to 'fight', preferring to accept more implants and technologies to evolve.

What is happening to humankind?

Are we evolving into robots or is there something that we can do to address the gradual invasion of our bodies and minds with artificial devices.

The mobile telephone revolution took only six years to become the phenomenon that it is today: will we recognize ourselves as human in the next twenty?

Presentation:

Rachel & Donovan Russell will give an illustrated talk using slides, video and music with a real-life demonstration of how to bring the body back from 'apathy'!

body machine

The whole of Nature was considered in mechanical terms for the first time in the seventeenth century. This viewpoint took increasing hold among investigators and was developed into a comprehensive theory to include the human body, by René Descartes (1596 - 1650). Descartes was a mathematician and philosopher who approached the study of human physiology with a strong mechanistic bias. He believed that the processes of human life, except for the mental processes, could be explained by the simple application of physical laws and through the understanding of the structure of matter. Descartes proposed that the mind was separate to the body and believed that intellect was the gift of God to mankind. He thought that mind existed outside of the body and was independent of it, although the two could interact through the pineal gland. This dualistic view of the human body is the philosophical basis of scientific thinking.

In this age of information technology, a new model of how the human body works is emerging. The body can now be thought of as a mind-body-machine. We increasingly depend on machines, particularly computers, to carry out our daily activities. Our individual bodies are already being extended through the use of technological devices. These new technologies provide a meeting place, like the pineal gland, for the genetic body and mind to interact. In some ways we already are the computers that we metaphorically refer to, not just at a functional level, but at a higher, spiritual level. 

“ There is no such thing as either man or nature now, only a process that produces the one within the other and couples the machines together.” 

Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, The Desiring Machines p2, Athlone Press 3rd Edition 1994.

The mechanical and the biological body are being united through biotechnological techniques. On medical wards we have already created symbiosis between biological bodies and machines. Intensive Care units have nurtured a generation of independent cyborgs whose mechanical arterial balloon pumps and artificial respiratory systems keep the organic body alive. Even our elderly are mechanized individuals using wheelchairs, pacemakers, steel hips, reading glasses, hearing aids and false teeth that re-establish these previously dependent individuals as autonomous mechanized bodies. However, all mechanized individuals, regardless of their degree of integration with technology, remain fundamentally human.

This transformation of the body is not an artificial process; on the contrary it is a natural extension of our humanness. Our species has elevated itself on the Earth by its capacity to use machines, not by its innate genetic programming. However, genes play an important role. They are the organic body’s software and serve to programme the component molecules to build and run the body hardware. The fine control of how genes work is still not fully understood but they have popularly been accepted as the modern-day custodians of human identity and responsible for the transmission of heritable characteristics to our offspring. The ‘Gene Theory’ of heredity has been the most successful twentieth century metaphor of the body and in both scientific and artistic practice, where the expression of our self-understanding has become reliant on the metaphorical use of and imagery associated with genes. 

The strange new images produced by the new technologies to give the genes an identity have already been given much authority. Genes are invisible to the naked eye, residing within the protection of the nuclear membrane, the ‘brain’ of the cell. In the attempt to understand how they work, genes have been given a real and metaphorical value. The real genes that we encounter are simply bands of ultraviolet jelly seen on an electrophoretic gel or banded strands seen under a high power microscope. 

The metaphorical genes are given real properties, such as heritable characteristics. However, it is problematic to characterize the gene structure with a determinate set of final physical attributes. The difficulty arises because the properties of genes are alleged to encode cannot be confirmed by direct experiments. DNA molecules orchestrate vast numbers of different processes, none of which can be simply seen or isolated. All our knowledge of genes has been accumulated through indirect methods of study in order to observe something scientifically tangible so that the study of genetic heredity is based on probabilities, rather than absolute knowledge.

Despite the precarious significance, genetics as a science, has been given increasing status in the scientific community and the principles defining the expression of  ‘genes’ have become established theories. The notion of a ‘pure’ science of genetics however, raises a number of important questions since the issues have a direct effect on society and the ‘theory’ supporting their impartiality is drawn from the prevailing models of civilized society. Far from being ‘objective’ interpretations of human behaviour they are loaded with political and social references.

“ ... Humanity will gradually destroy itself from within, will decay in its very core and essence, if this slow but relentless process is not checked ... dealing with defectives in the present system can be at best palliative. We must pick out the genetically inferior stocks with more certainty, and we must set in motion counter-forces making for faster reproduction of superior stocks, if we are to reverse or even arrest the trend...” 2  

p 81 Julian Huxley, The Uniqueness of Man, 1943, Readers Union/Chatto & Windus

(Reference to Negative Eugenics)
One contemporary theory proposes that genes are autonomous organisms that have actually created our biological bodies as a means of self-replication. This Selfish Gene Theory, proposes that strands of DNA have created and continue to manipulate our bodies for the sole means of their evolutionary survival.

In his 1976 book The Selfish Gene the biologist Richard Dawkins inverted the accepted relationship of the body to the gene. His theory promoted a worldview that placed the gene as the driving force of human evolution. Rather than establishing the gene as an integral part of human anatomy, Dawkins positioned genes as distinct, primordial entities. He proposed that they actually built us, not to keep the human species going but for their own purpose, to enslave our bodies for their survival. Dawkins proposes that our organic bodies, according the Selfish Gene Theory, are actually robot vehicles, blindly programmed to preserve and propagate the molecules driving it. Successful genes are the ones that survive at all costs, they are immoral and immortal following the same principles of the ideal anatomical bodies. (See: the Visible Human Project)

This model is reflective of a post-Christian society where it is clear that there is a dehumanizing process in our culture, marked by a loss of care for one another. Closely linked with this collapse of caring is the decline in any real belief truth. Governments and power structures have become in the most literal sense, incredible. As compassion has died, so we have ceased to expect the truth to be told and we are not surprised when it is not. We have become hardened, desensitized and uni-dimensional, in other words ‘Selfish’.

It is difficult to challenge these genetic scientific theories, or propose alternatives,  as the evidence needed to contest them requires specific tools to conduct the genetic investigations. These techniques are only available to those who have access to and knowledge of the technology. However, until other methods of conducting genetic experiments are devised, it will be a laborious task to challenge these cardinal scientific theories.

Genetic experiments - go to ‘Experiments’
digital body

“ In this age of information overload, what is significant is no longer freedom of ideas but rather freedom of form - freedom to modify, freedom to mutate your body. The question is not whether a society will allow [the] freedom to express yourself but whether the human species will allow you to break the bonds of your genetic parameters - the fundamental freedom to determine your own DNA destiny.”

More, “Self Transformation,” p. 17; Stelarc, Obsolete Body/suspensions/Stelarc (Davis, Calif: J.P. Publications 1984), p 76.

(see Stelarc)

Without shedding blood and without resistance, medical technology has already achieved its invasion of the body with the assistance of new imaging appliances such as Computer Assisted Tomography (CAT); positron emission tomography (PET); Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) and ultrasound. These intrusive cameras have converted the organic body from carbon molecules into three dimensional digital blocks or ‘voxels’. This digital body is a hollow structure, devoid of natural colour around which the once significant skin, has been displaced as a crust. The body space contains a collage of increasingly smaller and seemingly unrelated parts and the amount of black space inside us suggests that our physical existence is mainly an interior one. It seems that, in Cyberspace, we inhabit new anatomical depths that were formerly invisible.

These interior cavities have historically carried a negative association. The philosopher Antoin Artaud dreamed of a body without organs considering these structures to be filthy parasites. He evaluated the relative time that we spend eating, defecating, urinating and washing in comparison to the creative act. Bodily organs, according to Artaud, were a drain of creative human energy. He regarded them as parasites that consumed vital essences from the healthy artist's body out of all proportion to their significance.

“The body is the body/it is single/and has no need of organs/the body is never an organism/organisms are the enemies of the body” 

Antoinin Artaud 1948

However, the new spaces offered to us by the medical scans provides a home for the very creative qualities that Artaud referred to and possess qualities that cannot be attributed to the outside. The public body can only exist at the level of the skin and more complex behaviour has to be derived. Second hand interpretations of  our actions has led to the observation that these too may be deceiving and that many human qualities are ‘skin deep’.

“The skin is deceptive. In life one only has one’s skin ... there is an error in human relations because one is never what one has. I have an angel’s skin and I am a jackal .. a crocodile skin but I am a puppy, I have a black skin but I am white, a woman’s skin but I am a man; I never have the skin of what I am. There is no exception to the rule because I am never what I have ...”

extract from: The Dress, by Eugene Lemoine Luccioni  from ORLAN, Press conference, ICA, London, April 1996.

(see Orlan) 
These unfamiliar, digitally opened bodies, raises the question of defining the ‘normal’ constitution and aesthetic appearance of our internal anatomy. The Visible Human Project , is currently considered to be the most detailed three-dimensional computer study of the human body. The male criminal that was chosen as the anatomical subject, was selected in keeping with the ancient anatomical practice of using pathological specimens of criminals and disenfranchised members of society. Their apparent social worthlessness made them appropriate subjects for study and their redemption and payback of their debt to society was through their cadaverous immortalization. The flayed criminal became an example of the human race and a generic model of 'anatomical' normality against which the rest of us are assessed. Even Joseph Paul Jernigan, the Visible Human convict was physically prepared and executed specifically to form this service which is publicly available on the Internet. This physically perfect, but morally impaired human specimen raises question about the ‘interior’ qualities that this executed psychopath has introduced into our interpretations of idealized anatomy, specifically in the design of the nervous system.

Visible Human Project - The ‘perfect’ subject for this template was assigned to the body and brain of an executed psychopath in keeping with the anatomical practice of using pathological specimens of criminals and other disenfranchised members of society as generic models against which the rest of us are assessed.

“They took a male cadaver, microtomed, froze and enclosed him in cellulite. They chopped off half a millimetre at a time, photographed it and scanned that into a computer to make a 3D image of the body. The results are on the Web. It’s gigabytes of data ...” interview with Richard Leary ‘Imaging the Brain’ p30 EXTROPY #16 1st Qu 1996 [http://www.nim.nih.gov]

This programme was sponsored by the US military, in order to create a 3D human templates as a training model for telepresence surgery. This involves fully qualified surgeons to conduct operations on war casualties at remote locations, away from lethal radiation zones, in the event of an all-out nuclear war.
The digital camera is able to produce a high-resolution image of the brain and nervous system that stores our emotional and rational properties in synapses, the spaces between neurons. These connections can be clearly seen in the Visible Human. The issue here is, even if the structural composition of a psychopathic and non-psychopathic brain are anatomically identical, the ‘internal’ spaces, portrayed by the imaging techniques suggest that the differentiating qualities between a normal and a psychopathic individual are discernibly different somewhere!

Today, however, the Visible Human Project is sufficient reference considering our current lack of knowledge about the working of the human mind and the opportunity to study the synaptic structure of the brain is an step forwards towards understating human behaviour. Historically the mental processes have been deduced by observed behaviour and the first laws of observation which allowed quantification for study were outlined by Sigmund Freud. After his clinical methodology was established experiments conducted by psychoanalysts and later, psychologists relied on the interpretation of observable behaviour and in particular the individual’s scoring on intelligence tests. However, it was not until mental deficiency was established as a heritable characteristic, that the mental processes were considered to be a genetic phenomenon.

In the early 1960s, British geneticists had noticed that male inmates of prisons and mental institutions displayed a higher incidence for a particular sex-chromosome anomaly - XYY than males in the general population. These patients had dangerous, violent or criminal propensities and were identified through screening programs as a means of crime prevention. Genetic testing became the preferred method of studying mental processes and with the three-dimensional body, the mind is an observable structure, with an aesthetic quality. So far, the ‘stereotyping’ of healthy or desirable brains has been avoided but the rapid advances in these analytic systems may give rise to the compilation of a standard reference book that qualitatively categorizes the anatomy, genetics and medical quality of our thoughts.

[Hyperlink - quality of our thoughts ]

With the advent of micro and nanoscopic analysis, bodily and mental illness  may be detected and magnified. Our ‘standard’ deviations from the suggested templates will then be evaluated and will be medically categorized or treated on the basis of this evidence.
Mental illness - Some mental conditions, such as Schizophrenia, are clearly problematic either at a social or on an individual level. However, although we may have made significant advances in laboratory processes, the method of detecting mental illness itself remains a social definition. Mental deficiency is found in many forms, is complex in its expression and presumably diverse in its causes. Schizophrenia is thought to have a genetic basis that may eventually be detected by screening. It is a psychotic illness with an onset usually in adult life and is characterized by personality and emotional changes associated with a withdrawal from reality accompanied by hallucinations and delusions.

Schizophrenia -  is a principle cause of chronic mental illness. There is a 1% lifetime risk for a person to develop schizophrenia and at any one time approximately 0.2% of the population is affected. The nature and extent of the genetic contribution to schizophrenia is not clear. This is partly because of past and ongoing controversy relating to its definition and use of the terms ‘schizoid’ and schizophrenia. Schizoid refers to personality traits that affect an individual in a similar way but to a milder degree. Roughly 4% of the general population have schizophrenia or a schizoid personality disorder. Evidence from twin studies and adoption studies suggest that there may be a genetic basis to the condition and has even been associated with a number of complex traits such as body build and intelligence.
This new digital anatomy embodies the mind-body-machine where the digital medium  provides the ability to make these different states of existence compatible. The fluidity of digital information has provoked cultural critics such as Arthur Kroker to speculate that the body may eventually be uploaded on to a computer network where its new evolutionary code is binary. 

“ ... And why shouldn’t genes go cybernetic? They have always existed at the forefront of virtual reality: mutants, replicators, cloning, viral genes. Perhaps we have already moved beyond the first stage of the exteriorization of the human sensorial experience - the externalization of the human nervous system - and are into entering the second, and more decisive phase which consists of actually flipping the body inside out: the exteriorization of human genetic history. In this case, technologies of communication would be the means by which genes escape their long evolutionary imprisonment in the body and inscribe themselves in the electronic highways of recombinant culture. The primal gene, therefore, finally prepared to abandon its evolutionary home in bodily chemistry, to fulfil its destiny by going virtual.” 

p 38-3 The Illusion of Virtual Reality, Spasm, Virtual Reality, Android Music and Electric flesh, Arthur Kroker, St. Martin’s Press, New York 1993

Digital code can be altered at the touch of a keyboard providing modern anatomists with a means of instantly manipulating the body image and collapsing the distinction between the interior and exterior body spaces and has not been previously available. With biotechnology, there is no need to copy what has gone before and the ‘natural’ limitations of the body need not be obeyed. With techno-human designs, there is the freedom to engineer super-human features, rather than following the medical conventions of re-normalize towards a ‘desirable’ template. This emancipation from ‘old biology’ has provided inspiration to many artists whose primary subject of study is the human physique and has precipitated an explosion in image experiments. 

The new juxtapositions are more than a crude assemblage of body parts but offer credible suggestions in body manipulations. The performance artists Stelarc and Orlan, are using these techniques in their work, suggesting possible human configurations in the new millennium.

Stelarc - is an Australian performance artist who has been using new technology and robots to extend his physical capabilities as a performer. 

His work with machines and prosthetic augmentation of his body is sequel to his body endurance performances that started in the 1960s. Stelarc endeavored to test his natural physical limits to their extremes and record them and his work is focused on the study of the human body as an instrument and site for performance. His body has survived endurance feats such as: skin-hooked body suspensions from cliffs and tall buildings; recordings on his heart, and lungs and brain in order to create images from the limits of their activity and exploration of  the interior of his body (lungs, stomach and colon) as a potential site for performance.

In order to conquer the natural limitations, Stelarc has coupled robots to his body. The resultant Cyborg actor is currently equipped with a robotic third arm and may be controlled by gestural language or from an interactive space. Stelarc provides us with a more sophisticated understanding of interactivity than we are currently familiar with. The popular interpretation of interaction is limited to a mouse pad or a video sensor to register a choice from a screen menu that responds to an on/off command whereas Stelarc’s bio tracings are more complex. The computer networks in which he is uploaded are responsive to varying degrees of stimulation and are able to integrate a variety of feedback signals into his local circuitry from other remote systems to which he is connected.

In Tokyo in 1986, and then again in Melbourne in 1990, he used fibre optics and lenses for Amplified Body, Laser Eyes and Third Hand. These performances demonstrated how using new technology could augment the sensory and motor systems of the body. His external laser eyes were programmed to blink in synchronization with his heart, scanning the surrounding space and receiving and emitting light waves. Stelarc’s gaze became synchronously active/passive, adding a new dimension to sensory perception and interpretation of his external space. The motor signals given of by his left arm provided information output to activate the surrounding installation, jerking in response to erratic muscle stimulations, while his prosthetic third arm executed carefully choreographed movements.

In Sydney 1992, Stelarc presented Host Body/Couple Gestures: Event for Virtual Arm, Robot Manipulator and Third Hand. These performances involved the choreography of spontaneous voluntary and involuntary movements in a complex series of actions. Using a battery, small halogen spotlights and a mini-camera, a third hand attached to his right arm was controlled by electronic sensors coupled to his stomach muscles and moving machines, which also provided him with a means of locomotion. During the performance he danced to music produced by his muscle movements, such as his heartbeat.

Stelarc considers the human body to be redundant with the capacity to evolve using technological developments extending the body’s sphere of influence far beyond its own density and the physical space that it occupies. He is particularly interested in projections that can only exist in virtual reality or on a television screen.

Stelarc’s direct fusions with technology imply a collapse between the performer’s physical, temporal and mental space and its site/mode of operation. By attaching these robots and prosthetic appliances to his bio-body, he has generated further challenges to his powers of co-ordination and execution of movements. Stelarc has trained his body to be mentally and physically agile, having to be able to modify his instinctive reflexes to move in harmony with the mechanical appendages and has devised a system to communicate his voluntary and involuntary muscle movements to the industrial robots. The direct point of contact with his body is a stimulator which has input and output commands. The voltage output translates the movement of his own muscles into digital codes and the input voltage relays information from the robots and computer systems back into his bio-body.

Co-ordination of this digital activity takes place through an interface operating STIMBOD software. This program is the point of interaction between Stelarc and the machines. At a local level, Stelarc has choreographed his bio-body to communicate with a third robot arm and with video vision industrial robots. He has taken this extraordinary symbiosis one stage further in linking the local networks to the global communications networks, where audiences are able to activate his control panels through a touch screen interface.

At Telepolis, organized by the Munich Media Lab in Luxembourg,  people in Paris, Helsinki and Amsterdam were able to interact with the bio-technologized Stelarc-machine, in a performance called FRACTAL FLESH. The performance consisted of a large industrial robot arm programmed to scan and rotate around Stelarc, being in turn, involuntarily operated by Stelarc through connections to the STIMBOD/muscle stimulator interface. The remote audiences were able to intervene in this complex arrangement by sending signals to the STIMBOD/stimulator interface through the Internet. In this performance, time, intention and body-movement memory, were seen to collapse.

The Internet upload is not just about extending and advancing the bio technological body but also incorporates the experience of the remote programmer. By engaging in the remote performance, the audience extruded their own awareness and action into another body, in another place. This participation with machines has radical implications for the egocentricity of the actor. The identity is fractured into characters or spread across a network being augmented and supplemented but other remote hosts human and non-human. Stelarc’s bio-body and robot circuits acting as host to these remote agents. 

The audience participating in this global game play, were able to appreciate the human factor in Stelarc’s character and the possibility of his actual death during the performance. In contrast to the fighting machines operated by human players on games console platforms and in staged warfare by crews like Survival Research Laboratories, where the game always ends in the annihilation of the players; Stelarc’s performances rewards the participant with the promise of the production of images and shared sensations ... and the spectre of death.

The possibility of new spaces of performance using new technology has been explored through Stelarc’s Stomach Sculpture(s) introducing an autonomous robotics sculpture into his stomach, viewed through a medical imaging system. A second performance of the sculpture was devised, where different component would be assembled to produce an independent performance of sound, vibration and light.

The body as a host for theatre is an interesting one and will be important as machines become smaller. Nanotechnology promises a variety of new agents such as assemblers, as described by K Eric Drexler. These are molecular machines that will be able to work autonomously inside the body. Their possible interactions with out internal systems may have image generating features or direct effects on the body which will allow us to go further and faster than natural methods of physical and mental training currently promise.

Stelarc’s biotechnological body is potentially more powerful than that of a biologically human actor and can be replaced more readily than the redundant bio-body. The mechanical components have the potential for repair and improvement as robotics and engineering evolves independently to  biological evolutionary pressures.

Stelarc anticipates a future where the symbiosis with technology will have profound effects on the way that we view our definitions of humanity and this will become increasingly apparent in the next millennia. 

Orlan - is a multi-media performance artist who has been working with performances using her body since the 1960s, making herself available as a projection screen for the scrutiny the current symbols of femininity, their social and political status. The artist studies the female body, its appearance and its manipulability and our idea of corporeality and beauty as we approach the second millennium, challenging rather than endorsing the accepted values of our society.

In 1990 her bodywork took on a new significance, embarking on a series of performances ‘Images/New Images or, The Reincarnation of Saint Orlan’ which were staged in surgical operating theatres, where her flesh was literally used as the canvas for her work. She claims that she is the first artist working to produce art with this technique that she calls CARNAL ART.  Her presence in the surgical operating theatre brings into play a language of the body and like all previous and subsequent performances, these are staged under her direction as carefully planned, choreographed spectacles. Orlan challenges the power of the mass media images producing stereotypes and clichés which serve as models for the patterns of our daily lives and are responsible for blurring the distinction between reality and fiction, between the living original, a clone or a reproduction.

The pictures she produces are shocking for non-medical viewers since the inside of a surgical theatre is a bizarre environment for performance and also because the act itself is not understood to be a conventional operation. Her video images relay the live dissection of a female body which, at the same time, she is actively directing, choreographing and acting in a medically sterile, operating theatre. To add to the audience’s bewilderment, a company of actors perform their carefully staged appearances to the cameras and audience in the viewing gallery whilst Orlan reads aloud from chosen texts which relate to the specific theme of the operation/performance. 

Her series of operation/performances have several titles in common: “Carnal Art”; “Identity Change”; “Initiation Ritual”; “This Is My Body, This is My Software”; “ I Have Given My Body to Art”, “Successful Operations(s)”, “Body/Status”, “Identity Alterity”. Famous fashion designers such as; Jean Paul Gaultier, Issey Miyake, Franck Sorbier and Paco Robanne design the costumes, including those of the medical team.  The resulting performance is a Carnivalesque extravaganza of comedy, tragedy, horror, humour, music, images, religious iconography, sexuality and visceral anatomy. 

Orlan uses aesthetic surgery to a completely different end, that is, to go against the conventional appearance projected by the fashion, health and mass media industries rather than conform to an ideal standard of beauty. Her aesthetic template is designed to inscribe her identity in her flesh. She seeks to achieve this by bringing her interior body to be united with her exterior. The resultant images of this fusion have generated anatomical features that are not recognized as ‘natural’ parts of our anatomy but are woven into cultural mythology. For example, the ‘bumps’ on her temples that were inserted at the last and most radical operation performance Omnipresence, by a woman surgeon are in keeping with the notion of Gall’s phrenological anatomy, where contours on the head are indicative of intelligence. Orlan’s excess of bumps, suggests her advanced intelligence like the alien Mia, from the film Space 1999, who could transform herself into any living creature in the galaxy.

Orlan acknowledges that the images she creates are unsettling but reassures us:

“... know that I do not suffer ... unlike you ... when I watch these images ...” Orlan, Conference

The aim of her project is to gradually transform her body and create a new identity. She will then approach an advertising agency for a different name and acquire a new passport as the finale.

Orlan’s performances have been associated with theatre of the future and the possibilities of Cyberspace. Her vision proposes the possibility of post human actors who would work on their flesh to play new roles; in the same way that the Hindu or Greek Gods take on a fresh appearance to start on a new mission. Even today, actors are dressing, gaining or losing weight to win their cast. It is not inconceivable that in the new millennium, some of them will be using surgical techniques to accomplish this. At the Institute of Contemporary Art in London April 1996, Orlan demonstrated the literal immateriality of the body. in ‘Woman with head ...’

In this performance an illusory device was used to create distortions similar to those that are produced by techniques of the ‘Fête Foraine’, or ‘Freak Show’. In a unique performance, where only her head appeared to a live audience, Orlan created the possibility of Cyberspace in the real world, reading texts from her surgical operation/performances whilst demonstrating the immateriality of her own body. Her performance brought about the collapse of the biological body, its mutation through surgical transformation and final translation into the imaginary domain of Cyberspace.

“The body does not confer identity. It is possible to exist in an outdated, obsolete, outmoded and unfashionable one. My performance is a poetic dematerialization of the body. In the same way that FREAK SHOWS portray women without heads .... my performance inverts the relationship between the head-object and body-object and instead, shows a woman without a body.” Orlan, ICA April 1996

Orlan’s work extends beyond the operation/performance. She believes an essential part of being an artist is to communicate with her audience to be directly accountable for her work. She holds frequent live shows, debates and public talks.

“ Art that interests me ... must take risks, at the risk of not being immediately accepted or acceptable. It is deviant and in itself a social project.” Orlan, Conference

Orlan is the only artist to work so radically with her own body and questioning the status of the body in our society and for future generations’ expectations of the body image, given genetic manipulation ...

“My work is a fight against the innate, the inexorable, the programmed Nature, DNA (which is our direct rival as artists of representation) and God!” Orlan, Conference

(Link to Genetic Body ....)

Despite the anticipation of new techniques in human evolution by these artists, the selection pressure future bodies will face will be economic and political. The means to bring about these changes is currently under the control  of the medical profession.

Modern medicine has concurrently embarked upon the cybernetic reconstruction of bodies from a variety of established sources of organic banks of human tissues and mechanical devices. By handling the sale and replacement of body parts and having integrated them into patients, they are able to prescribe aesthetics. The body has become a medical commodity and a variety of replacement components are routinely available for purchase on the boom market in the human body: blood, semen, ova, foetal tissue, cell lines, biochemical and genes are harvested and sold at escalating prices. The most desirable and healthy component parts are the most sought after. Health and beauty are now equivalent disciplines within medical practice.

“ Presently, when we reconstruct somebody, we’re repairing some injury. In plastic surgery ... we repair defects of nature or acquired defects. In cosmetic or aesthetic surgery, we change the way [a normal patient] looks. To go to the next step and implant ... devices in normal people so that they can improve their skills is something we[wouldn’t] do right now, but I wouldn’t rule out something like that for the future ...”

Joseph M. Rosen M.D. from Cyberpunk (VHS, 60 minutes, available from ATA/Cyberpunk, P.O. Box 12, Massapequa Park, N.Y. 11762).

There is a look good, feel good, live well doctrine which is prevalent in our Western Culture. Body image has a profound effect on our social, economic and personal experience of the world. We judge by appearances and it seems that beautiful people, even surgically altered ones, live better lives and have more fun than the rest of us. 

Cosmetically constructed personalities who appear in the gossip columns of the tabloids; Pamela Anderson, Madonna, Roseanne, Elizabeth Hurley, Princess Diana, Ivana Trump, La Toya Jackson, Elizabeth Taylor, Cher, Michael Jackson, Cliff Richards are portrayed as glamorous individuals who are greatly empowered through the acquisition of near-physical perfection. In order to achieve this enviable state, one of these celebrity glamour bodies, Cindy Jackson, has undergone more than twenty operations to resemble a Barbie doll. She believes that men ‘are really drawn to women for their looks’ and has embarked on a crusade to assist other women in reaching this ideal and is currently recruiting a Barbie Army.

The consequence of the incessant media exposure of these celebrities raises our own expectations about reaching visible perfection. Since no individual body can ever reach the ‘imaginary’ anatomical ideal, as all of us age and all of us are mortal, there is demand for a Medical Image Industry as the perception of our quality of life falls into a pathological category. Our remedial action is to look to medicine for help through techniques of cosmetic surgery or genetic engineering to reconcile what we are, with what we feel we should be. Using the synthetic products of gene factories, cultured cells, tissues and organs, our bodies may be reconstructed, bypassing the need to obey our inherited genetic program.  It is possible that our bodies could be made to live longer, function better and be healthier, through modern technology.

The more modern medicine has to offer through the promise of precise control over our body parts and in particular its ability to alter the genetic program, the more media speculation there is on its chances of granting us the ultimate status of sustainable, immortality.

“... The body would dismantle my cells, yes. But that does not constitute death. My genetic content would be preserved. In all likelihood I would eventually be recreated. Whether I would be re-born in the full sense of the word depends on your definition of identity. I would be a clone ...”

 p 210, The Artificial Kid, Bruce Sterling, ROC publishers 1980

Indeed, modern medical technology is leading us to believe that in some areas, it may eventually be possible to do this by intervention at the cellular level of control. The prospect of Nanotechnology promises a non-genetic method of body manipulation by minuscule robot-driven systems carrying out pre-programmed housekeeping functions. These, and other mechanical techniques suggest that future doctors will have control over every single cell in the body. 

Nanotechnology was first described by K Eric Drexler as a medical procedure involving the injection of miniature molecular machines into the body. These robots are based on sub-microscopic automata that are able to integrate with and colonize the natural bio-body’s organ systems to repair and augment them. There are a number of miniature machines called 'Assemblers' that can already operate at this level of organization. It is theorized that, under the control of progressively more complex systems, these individual components will be programmed to prevent, detect and correct damage.

Some people believe so firmly in the potential of this technology that they have made arrangements for their bodies to be cryogenically frozen. These individuals have subscribed to cryonics organizations in the belief that, with the appropriate medical advances, their bodies will reanimated. By preserving the brain or the entire body, the expectation is that they will not only be revived but also repaired to full health. They expect to awaken with their memories in tact and that the aging process would have been reversed.

However, with the advent of these technologies, it is probable that future scientists will attempt to clone the suspended individual from samples of DNA from their frozen body parts, rather from a disembodied brain, as a more economic alternative.

“ ... Moses Moses was at least three hundred subjective years old, probably closer to fifty-three, but he hadn’t lost his zest for life. For him his reawakening must have been a lot like rebirth ...”

p 68 The Artificial Kid, Bruce Sterling, ROC publishers 1980
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