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Peering through white knuckles we see Orlan on film, 
lying fully conscious under local anaesthetic while the latex
gloved hands of her cosmetic surgeon snip, swab and peel 
back her lipsticked face, lifting her skin like a mask to insert 
two little boomerang-shaped implants on her forehead. 
Attempting to remodel her own face as the ultimate act of 
self-portraiture, the forty-nine year-old artist has declared 
her body a site of public debate. 

For six years now Orlan has been delivering herself up to 
a succession of plastic surgeons and beaming these epic 
scalpelling sessions live by satellite to galleries around the 
world. Each operation is then documented to create exhibi
tions of large-scale cibachrome prints - such as in the current 
exhibtion "This is my body ... This is my software" 1 

- or 
screened as an uncut full-length video-nasty, close-up and 
technicolour. Audiences too could be home enjoying a good 
wine with friends, but no, they flock to wimess the exploits 
of the charnel queen. 

During this spring's 'Totally Wired' season, and last 
autumn for 'Rapture', the ICA found itself at the centre of a 
revival in extreme performance art. Not since the early ?Os 
have there been so many practitioners engaged in body art, 
nor such large audiences eager to attend performances and 
illustrated lectures at the most disturbing end of the artistic 
spectrum. 

So why the sudden facelift for body art? Fin de siecle 
craziness, or a retro-spirited 70s rehash? In a year when dub
bers lounged their nights away in the stay-press slacked com-
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consciousness 
Not since the 70s has body art had 

such a high profile. In the light of 

Orlan's surgical transformations, 

Franko B's shedding of blood and 

Ron Athey's crucifixions, Judith 

Palmer asks why now? And questions 

why practitioners are working with 

such seemingly painful forms of 

expression, pushing performance to 

such extremes. 

"IAM NOT SUFFERING," REASSURES FRENCH
artist Orlan, glancing up at the blood-soaked footage of 

her own self-mutilation which plays across the twelve-foot 
video screen behind her at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, 
London. Her deep, rich voice is serious and unwavering, 
impassive as a BBC newscaster, as she recalls the details of her 
nine plastic surgery operations. "In fact," she continues, as we 
flinch from the documenrary carnage, "it is really my audience 
who suffer pain by watching these images." 

"I do not like pain," she insists. "I prefer to drink a good 
wine with friends than be operated on." 

pany of Burt Bacharach and a dozen Tijuana Brass tribute 
bands, The Liver Birds were back on the telly and every other 
hard-won taste dictum was going out the window, perhaps a 
return to the excesses of 70s conceptual art was inevitable. 

Just as the original conceprualists thumbed their noses at 
the arr market, materialising their ideas for a few brief 
moments in intangible works which could neither be bought 
or sold, today's performance artists are in part responding to 
the incense commercialism of 80s culture. ''Art is not for dec
orating apartments," declares Orlan, "we already have aquar
iums, plants, curtains, furniture for that. I say: art can, art 
must, change the world, for that is its only justification." 

However, if you've money enough you too, like 
Madonna, could decorate your apartment with a small per
spex box containing a Shylockian morsel of flesh freshly 
liposuctioned from Orlan's artistic posterior. 

Has Orlan sold her soul along with her cellulite? Is 
there any real substance to her headline-grabbing antics? It is 
tempting to write off her gory shock tactics as the gratuitous 
attention-seeking of an artist incapable of attaining glory by 
any other means, yet it is impossible to see her without 
being drawn into the intense debate. Every performance 
fires the audience with fiercely animated questioning - is her 
work a cry for help? who sets the beauty standard? is the body 
obsolete? do you have the personal freedom to do what you 
want to your own body? Her work is unlikeable yet immea
surably memorable and stimulating. 
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"Critics have been anempcing to write off body art as an 
exhausted fu:l ever since the 60s," maintains Tracey Warr, edi
tor of The Artists Body, a new sourcebook charting body 
art practice from 1945 to the present day'. "There was a par
ticular effort to shrug it off during the 80s," she continues, 
"but this has been part of the mythologising and marginalising 
of work which is often too difficult to look at straight, and too 
difficult for mainstream culture to assimilate." 

To those brought up with the notion that the body is a 
temple not to be tampered with, such body art verges on the 
blasphemous. 

A former pentecostal preacher turned queer body artist, 
Ron Athey not surprisingly uses a great deal of religious 
imagery in his work. He speaks in tongues dressed as Miss 
Velma, ghost of the white-haired evangelist of his Californian 
childhood; he pierces his scalp with fourteen-inch lumbar nee
dles to form a crown of thorns; he is crucified with meat 
hooks through his arms. In pieces with Old Testament-style 
titles such as Deliverance he explores new burial rituals for a 
diseased community. 

With Athey the religious iconography is deliberate, yet 
many body artists may find their work sending out signals 
unintentionally. "I don't want to be a cheap Jesus", argues 
Italian artist Franko B. Franko's latest performance, I'm Not 
Your Babe, however, saw him standing naked, bleeding relent
lessly from wounds inside each elbow, the steaming scarlet 
stream coagulating in darkening pools on the floor by his side 
for a full half hour until he staggered away, verging on 
unconsciousness. The stance, arms outstretched, counte
nance in beatific repose, coupled with the quasi-stigmata, 
almost recalls the traditional depiction of the Sacred Heart. 

"I'm not in control of the audience's reactions," admits 
Franko. "I don't want people to feel sorry for me. It's not my 
intention to freak people out. I just want to create beautiful 
images and survive them, like life - make the unbearable 
bearable." 

Both Franko and Athey present moving and exquisitely 
staged tableaux, every element of their performances' design 
and execution carefully considered in advance. The audience's 
response however is unpredictable. Franko and Athey are both 
S&M practitioners, but their mixed-prediliction audiences 
may well be respondin13 principally to their supposed fortitude 
in the wake of pain and suffering, while the artists themselves 
are perhaps projecting a state of ecstatic rapture. 

"It is very hard for body artists to control the impact of 
their work," considers Tracey Warr. "I suspect this is why so 
many artists dabble with it and move on. You often hear 
artists complaining that they were trying to do something 
serious yet it being perceived as funny." 

Performance art, as Roselee Goldberg has commented3, 
was originally seen as reducing the element of alienation 
between performer and viewer, since both audience and per
former experienced the work simultaneously. Simultaneously, 
yes, but from very different perspectives. 

When Marina Abramovic and partner Ulay stood facing 
each other across a narrow door frame, requiring gallery-goers 
to squish past their naked bodies (Imponderabilia, 1977) 
who was the more discomfited? Who suffered more lasting 
psychological damage following Abramovic's 1974 perfor
mance, Rhythm 0, where visitors were invited to abuse her 
with razor blades? 

If Yves Klein maintained his distance by using naked 
women as remote control paintbrushes (Athropometries, 
1960), most of the early body artists were stretching their own 
physical and psychological limits - Gina Pane who cut open 
her eyelids and gargled with glass, Stuart Brisley who spent a 

8 

fortnight floating in a darkened bath of sludge, Chris Burden 
who nailed himself to the top of a Volkswagen, Stelarc who 
sewed his mouth and eyelids shut and sandwiched himself 
between two swaying planks of wood for three days. 

These were often awesome feats of endurance for the 
spectators too. Even passive observers are guilt-inducingly 
complicit in the actions, and have to grapple with their 
responsibility for possibly having encouraged what they have 
witnessed. If anytl1ing, the weight of suffering, as Orlan 
commented, is beginning to shift further onto the audi
ence's shoulders. 

The impact of performance art lies largely in its 
ephemerality, the intensity and intimacy of an experience 
shared only by a handful of others. Some of the 'great 
moments' have since acquired such monumental mytholo
gised afterlife, it is weird to discover how few people (if any) 
witnessed them. 

Between 1976 and 1988, Australian artist Stelarc under
went his famous series of twenty-five "suspensions". Swaying 
from meat hooks inserted into his flesh, he hung from cranes 
and upended trees, counterbalanced himself with rocks and 

Franko B, still from perfor

mance Im Not Your Babe. 

(ICA 1996. Photo: Pia 

Goddard) 
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Orlan, 'This is m y  body ... 
This is my software'. (Zone 

Gallery/I CA 'Totally Wired' 
1996) 

' Initiated by Zone Gallery, 
Newcastle, 'This is my Body ... 

This is my Software' is touring to 
Camecawork, London, 17 Jan -

22 Feb 97. 
2 The Artirts Body, Phaidon, spring 

1997. 
'Roselee Goldberg, Performance

Art, pub Thames and Hudson. 

dangled from warehouse roofs and monorail rracks. "Only six 
of these were truly public," he says, "most were in remote loca
tions." The best-known image, showing Srelarc hooked up to 
a bamboo scaffold over a turbulent ocean, "was only seen by 
a few Japanese fishermen in boars going past. They were fish
ing before we got there, all the time during, and in a very 
Zen-like fashion continued fishing after we'd left." 

Austrian Actionist Rudolf Schwartzkogler presented 
pictures of a bandaged stump and his supposedly dismem
bered penis (which was in fact still tucked healthily inside his 
Y-fronts); Klein tinkered around in the darkroom to chron
icle his jump from a second srorey window, Leap into the
void. Abramovic and Ulay walked along the Grear Wall of 
China; Karen Finlay gave herself a yam enema, but with 

reports of such events always so distorted, following perfor
mance art is often like playing an elaborate game of Chinese 
whispers. This begs the question whether it is really necessary
for artists to put their bodies through such torment in the
fast place. Isn't the strength of the concept more important 
than the execution? Must the word always be made flesh and 
dwell among us? 

While rivulets of blood ran out of Franko B's pulsating 
veins downstairs at the ICA in May, by curious synchronic
ity; a similar specracl� was going on in the gallery above in the 
'Chapmanworld' exhibition. A life-size mannequin hung 
suspended from the ceiling, 'blood' pumping through it 
and splashing into a bucket beneath, splanering surrounding 
viewers with crimson specks if they got too close. The 
Chapman piece, radical to some, was certainly interesting to 
look at, but it failed to stir equivalent emotions in me, or con
front any of the issues which Franko raised a few days later. 

"We function mostly automatically and habitually," 
explains Stelarc. "The body is absent. Awareness of the body 
resurfaces when you malfunction." Many body artists force us 
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to confront the Cartesian mind/body split, by highlighting the 
malfunctioning possibilities. 

"I was brought up to be ashamed of my body," says 
Franko. "I use blood, urine and shit as a metaphor because 
this is what I am." The sanguine work of Franko and Athey, 
resonant with the invading threat of AIDS, reveals a body, 
open and visceral, in a technological age where we like to for
get the vulnerability of flesh. 

Falling on the other side of the Cartesian divide, Scottish 
artist Bruce Gilchrist is engaged more with questions of 
consciousness. His recent installation, Divided by Resistance -
with software artist Jonny Bradley - featured the sleeping 
Gilchrist hooked up to an EEG, and wired in rum ro an audi
ence member who could share and control his dreams. 
Hidden under a large white duvet, Gilchrist's body was all but 
absent. "I was looking for ways of eliciting expression out of 
the body without ego," he explains. 

For Orlan and Stelarc, the body is obsolete, unable to 
keep up with humankind's technological advances, and the 
crucial personal freedom at stake is the right to evolution 
through generic manipulation and body augmentation. 
"Death is an outmoded evolutionary strategy;" claims Stelarc. 
"If the body can be redesigned in a modular fashion, then 
technically there would be no reason for death. The body 
need no longer be repaired, but could simply have parts 
replaced. The body must become immortal to adapt." 

Orlan also intends to stick around. "I have given my 
body to art," she declares. ''After my death, I won't give it to 
science therefore, but to a museum. There, mummified, it will 
be the centrepiece of an interactive video installation." 

Judith Palmer is a performance art critic for The 

Independent and a sports columnist for The Sunday 

Telelgraph. 
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