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Quotation No. 1

‘… there appears to be a general consensus among critics of new technologies that the human body is being distanced from its material and visceral nature, particularly through the use of computer imaging programs which posit the human body as digital information which may be enhanced, manipulated, and altered…’

Julie Clarke ‘The Sacrificial body of Orlan’, pp.185 – 207, in Featherstone, Mike, (ed.), Body Modification, Sage, London, 2000.

Question No.1

Discuss attitudes to the body and technology in the work of either Orlan or Stelarc.

In this essay I will discuss the work of Orlan and what it tells us about her attitudes to the body and its interaction with technology.  Orlan is a French performance artist, and was born on May 30th 1947, in St. Etienne.  She has always been concerned by issues surrounding image of the human body and presents her own body to the world as her medium.  In particular, I will look at her performances involving plastic surgery.
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Figure 1: Orlan, Le Baiser de l'Artiste, 1977
Examples of her earlier work include posing as a kiss vending machine (shown in figure 1), and measuring the streets of France with her body.  Undoubtedly her most controversial work, however, is the Reincarnation of Saint Orlan, which has involved her undergoing a series of nine operations between 1990 and 1993, mostly on her face.  Her intention was to morph her face into a composite of features from the subjects of various classical works of art.  Most of her operations involved commonly used procedures, which left her looking altered, but still ‘normal’, however, when recreating the brow of the Mona Lisa in her Omnipresence operation performance, she decided that rather than copy it exactly, she would embellish the original.  She had a cheek implant inserted at either corner of her brow, resulting in an appearance like that of two budding horns (see figure 2).  However, the conduct of her operations was by no means ‘ordinary’.  For a start, she only had a local anaesthetic and remained fully conscious throughout.  She also had bizarre costumes designed for her and the medical staff and gave readings before and during the operations.  Some of her performances even used a satellite link allowing viewers to ask her questions while the operation was being carried out.
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Figure 2: Orlan, 2003
Each time she had another operation she subjected herself to further physical trauma, which may have been one reason for taking a break in 1993.  Having completed her transformation, Orlan’s next project was the Orlan-Conférence.  This was a series of lecture style events, spanning several years, in which she discussed the Reincarnations. Due to the nature of her performances, she said she felt a need to ‘explain and defend’
 her actions. 
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Figure 3: Refiguration/ Self-Hybridation, 1999 and 1998, technical help by Pierre Zovilé
After this, she expanded on what she had already achieved using surgery, with her Self-Hybridations project, which comprised a collection of images of her face.  Examples are shown in figure 3.  These were made by digitally altering photographs on a computer. 
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Figure 4: Orlan, from web page accessed 13/04/2003
She is not finished with surgery yet however, and her future plans include having a rhinoplasty operation in which she will have her nose made as large as her surgeon deems possible, see figure 4 for prediction of how it will look.  She also talks of an operation, about which she gives little detail, that will ‘heighten my faculties’
 and another in which her body is simply opened up and then closed again.  During the latter operation she intends to have herself photographed ‘laughing, playing, reading etcetera, while the body is opened up’
.  She wants to ‘remain serene and happy and distant’
.

Orlan plays on the common view of surgery being a traumatic event by paradoxically carrying on with her performance during the procedure, reading from text even as the surgeon is cutting into her.  By doing this, Orlan demonstrates that she is more concerned with the philosophy behind the experience rather than the brutal details of what is happening to her body, and thus distances herself from its ‘material and visceral nature’
, while simultaneously exposing it.

Orlan is interested in the separation between the outer and inner selves.  By allowing us to see photographs taken as the surgeon is lifting up her skin, she shows us what she looks like beneath her surface layer.  We can simultaneously see the outside and the inside of her body.  In the modern world our identity is linked ever more to our appearance.  Orlan contests this trend by exposing her inside so openly and by altering her outer image, so that she appears to be someone else and consequently, her image becomes confusing.  As humans, a person’s face decides much of our first impressions of them.  Orlan has so altered her face that it represents nothing about her basic make-up, her DNA.  Yet in many ways it tells us more, it indicates her extreme personality, which surely must be considered a large part of her inner being.

In her work Orlan exposes the hypocrisy of plastic surgery.  It is intended to make us more beautiful, but as Orlan shows by exhibiting the procedures, it utilises a very brutal, violent process to achieve this.  However, Orlan is not against plastic surgery as such, but is instead against the standards of physical beauty imposed on us by mainstream society, now more so than ever, which make individuals turn to this method of self-improvement.

Another of Orlan’s interests is the interaction of modern technology with the body image. She has used technology to alter her image totally, both by surgery and in the computer generated images created for her Self-Hybridations project.  With regards to her latest plans for her opening and closing of the body operation, she has said she is open to suggestions regarding the additions of technologies such as ‘robotics, or biotechnology, or genetics’
 to the procedure.  Her first exhibition in the UK was called This is My Body…This is My Software, which included photograph of her Omnipresence performance.  This title suggests that Orlan considers the body as information that can be moulded and customised by technology.  The reconfiguration of her flesh allows her to become someone or something other than herself.
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Figure 5: Orlan, Manipulation of the white cross and the black cross for the fifth plastic surgery operation performance, 8 December 1990
Orlan’s surgical performances demonstrate an immense commitment and prove she must really have faith in her beliefs.  She says herself, but it is also obvious from her actions, that she has sacrificed her body to art.  This assertion is reiterated in many of her operating theatre performances, by the use of Judeo-Christian iconography.  For example, in the use of the title This is My Body…This is My Software she plays on the words of Christ at the last supper and in figure 3 she uses the cross to symbolise her sacrifice to her religion (her art), by referencing Christ sacrificing his own body for his.

In an earlier work she posed as Saint Orlan, draped in robes suggestive of a nun’s garment.  Here she appeared to attack Christianity by setting herself and her performances alongside sainthood.  In much of her work she dresses herself in robes, using them to alter her outer image and give the impression of a higher spiritual status. The Reincarnations could be seen as an extension of this where she considers the skin as a fabric, which is cut and sewn into a new ‘garment’, giving her a new identity each time.

Obviously, surgery is an expensive choice of artistic technique.  To fund her operations, Orlan sells memorabilia from her performances, including photos, but more unusually, she also sells things like vials of her blood and fat and blood stained dressings.  It seems belief in her art is probably not her only motivation.  Orlan knows very well how to earn as much as possible from her performances.  She obviously learned this early in her career as when measuring the French streets, she knocked on the residents’ doors asking for soap and water to clean her clothes.  She then drained the dirty water into jars, to be sold on at a later date.  Whilst Orlan’s actions seem to most to be utterly bizarre, all her work is obviously planned to the last detail, sometimes even using a business-like strategy and people do buy her merchandise, most likely because they are bizarre and, as such, have a niche market.

To conclude, I think that although Orlan probably enjoys shocking people, the way she has sacrificed her body for her art proves her commitment to her cause.  She is determined to make us think about the body and its meaning in today’s society.  We do not have to accept our bodies as they are; technology now allows us to alter them. Whether with surgery or just by digitally altering photographs, we can play with the image we present to the world.  This then raises the question of how much we can actually tell about a person from their outer appearance.

Bibliography:

Books

FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 

Sage Publications in association with Theory, Culture and Society, London, 2000

Internet Sources

http://www.artandculture.com/arts/artist?artistId=685

03/04/2003

http://www.digibodies.org/online/orlan.htm

13/04/2003

http://www.supervert.com/essays/art/orlan.html

03/04/2003

http://www.asu.edu/duas/bis/augsburg/events0426.html

03/04/2003

http://www.orlan.net/

12/04/2003

http://www-mitpress.mit.edu/journals/DRAM/46_1/pdf/faber.pdf

10/04/2003

http://www.jolique.com/orlan/skin_deep.htm

10/04/2003

http://home.earthlink.net/~kdpinsb/eng232_orlan.htm

10/04/2003

List of Illustrations

1. Le Baser de l'Artiste, 1977 (page 2)

http://home.earthlink.net/%7Ekdpinsb/eng232_orlanA1.htm (10/4/2003)

2. Orlan, 2003 (page 3)

http://www.orlan.net/ (11/4/2003)

3. Refiguration/ Self-Hybridation, 1999 and 1998 (page 4)

FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p171 and177

4. Orlan (page 4)

http://www.digibodies.org/online/orlan.htm (13/04/2003)

5. Manipulation of the white cross and the black cross for the fifth plastic surgery operation performance, 8 December 1990 (page 6)

FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p200

� FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p172


� FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p182


� FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p183


� FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p183


� FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p185


� FEATHERSTONE, MIKE (ed.). Body Modification, 2000, p183





PAGE  
2

