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Each medium over time has been cherished for only a period of time before artists
choose to modify and/or destroy it. Painting was thought to be defaced when
Impressionists came about, though once this became an acceptable modification to the
world of art along came artists like Picasso and Pollock to defile the medium once again.
Duchamp caused one of the biggest turning points in art history with his revelation that a
mere urinal was a sculpture worthy of exhibition in a gallery or museum space. This
obvious slap in the face to all prior scultpors was a wake-up call to the entire
contemporary art community because it recontextualized the very basis, the very grounds
of a work of fine art. Soon enough, “a worldwide contingent of artists including Allan
Kaprow, Georges Mathieu, … Joseph Beuys, Jean Tinguely, … and Piero Manzoni, soon
extended the gestural art of Pollock into actual Performances, Happenings, and Events.”
(36, Rush)
With the dawn of performances, artists like Gilbert & George began to toy with
the notion that the performance should not have an end. There need not be an “Exit Stage
Right” in the script. They themselves became the sculpture—a single entity—where
“every moment, awake or asleep, in the privacy of their home or in the public forum, is
devoted to their artistic mission. Gilbert & George, the artwork, suffers for the benefit of
humankind.” (71, Weinstraub)
The body is just another medium. For some reason, however, it took the mindset
of the 20th century before artists began to explore their own bodies in the fine arts context.
This is not to say by any means that bodily transformations and modifications had not
been going on prior to the introduction of performance art in the 1960’s and beyond.
2

Contrary, though in a context outside of the contemporary art world, body modifications
have been going on for thousands of years. Indigenous Australians painted their bodies
for spiritual purposes. In Morocco, henna patterns protect the wearer from evil and
promote luck and fertility. In the Highlands of Papua New Guinea, self-decoration
during festivals reinforces the identity of a clan. In Australia, scarring is a language
inscribed on the body—each deliberately placed scar tells a story of identity, status,
beauty, grief or sorrow. The word tatau (tattoo) in Samoan means appropriate, balanced
and fitting—and in their culture the tattoo is a symbol of being ready for life and for
servicing one’s community. Many other forms of modification have been going on as
well, for various reasons in various cultures too many to name.
In attempting to situate a historical and cultural context, it is necessary to discuss
in detail the social construction of gender, the comparative differences of celebrity and
fame, the up-and-coming transgenic and bio-art movements, and finally, the notion of
plastic surgery and transsexualism as the new punk aesthetic in the 21st century. Between
ready-made fine art dealing with the notions of commercial mass production, and
performance art touching on the ideas of the commercially fabricated celebrity
personality, there is also a question becoming less and less outrageous: are human beings
also mass produced? Genetic and biological art are considered by many critics of the
contemporary fine art world to be the unique wave of the future. As technology is slowly
displacing religion as a form of hope, some have developed faith that the sciences will
eventually lead to salvation or happiness — according to Donna Haraway, “Biological
narratives, theories, and technologies seem relevant to practically every aspect of human
experience at the end of the twentieth century.” (Haraway, 117; 1997) Transsexualism
also became possible for those who felt challenged by their own sexed bodies. Feminist
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performance infiltrated the world of academia and “women’s studies” became “gender
studies” with liberal arts institutions opting to encompass all anti-patriarchal subcultures,
such as queer theory. In addition, the artist became a cult leader, as exemplified by such
luminaries as Andy Warhol.

Social Construction of Gender
As strange as it seems, some of the oldest of the theories that should be addressed
are those of theorist Judith Butler on the social construction of gender. She eloquently
describes the difference between sex and gender and the progression beyond the feminist
explanations of transsexualism:
Is there ‘a’ gender which persons are said to have, or is it an essential attribute that a
person is said to be, as implied in the question, ‘What gender are you?’ When feminist
theorists claim that gender is the cultural interpretation of sex or that gender is culturally
constructed, what is the manner or mechanism of this construction? If gender is
constructed, could it be constructed differently, or does its constructedness imply some
form of social determinism, foreclosing the possibility of agency or transformation?
(Butler, 11; 1990)

Obviously if gender is constructed, we can deconstruct and reconstruct it to fit our
individual needs. To each one’s own. While some consider engenderment a limitation
on their individual autonomy, others use the playfulness that accompanies the idea of
gender itself in order to burst free from limitations, as if the very notion of gender were
like a painter’s palette. For example, though in many indigenous cultures women have
inferior social treatment compared with men, within the queer culture in urban New York
City transsexual woman achieve the opposite — in fact, they are pampered and almost
worshipped. Butler mentions Simone de Beauvoir, author of The Second Sex, saying of
the supposed limitations of womanhood, “Beauvoir proposes that the female body ought
to be the situation and instrumentality of women’s freedom, not a defining and limiting
essence.” (Butler, 17; 1990) Indeed, disposing of the limitations of sex and gender is
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necessary for a postmodern mentality — otherwise, gender would still be thought of as
binary.

Beauvoir insists that “One is not born a woman, but rather one becomes one.”

(Beauvoir, 301) Monique Wittig, feminist author of “One is Not Born a Woman,”
occasionally claims that the disempowerment of compulsory heterosexuality will
inaugurate a true humanism of ‘the person’ freed from the shackles of sex.” (Wittig, 920)
In essence, each person is born into a sex which now he/she may choose to keep
or to change.

Each person’s gender is a performance that is constantly changing,

evolving, and adapting. Amanda Lepore is a performer because her whole life is a
performance; the world is her stage. Her gender and her celebrity status are represented
within her array of costumes: they are her palette. Butler says of those who embrace
gender as a performance and toy with it in terms of transsexualism, cross-dressing, or
drag:
First, what is meant by understanding gender as an impersonation? Does this mean that
one puts on a mask or persona, that there is a ‘one’ who precedes that ‘putting on,’ who is
something other than its gender from the start? Or does this miming, this impersonating
precede and form the ‘one,’ operating as its formative precondition rather than its
dispensable artifice? (Butler, 230; 1993)

Transgenic and Biological Art
Beyond the realm of the performative comes the world of the physical. Again, it
is the artist’s duty in society to keep up with the world around him/her and to interpret
life in his/her own way for the consumption of the masses. In the age of scientific
advancements there seem no easier targets for interpretation and analysis than biology
and genetics. Eduardo Kac coined the concept of transgenic art—defined as “a new art
form based on the use of genetic engineering to transfer natural or synthetic genes to an
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organism, to create unique living beings. ” (Kac, online) Kac goes on to say that “this must
be done with great care, with acknowledgment of the complex issues thus raised and, above
all, with a commitment to respect, nurture, and love the life thus created. ” The first instance
of this was his project “GFP Bunny,” done in 2000 in Avignon, France, in which he
created Alba, the fluorescent bunny.

Eduardo Kac with GFP Bunny, Alba, by Chrystelle Fontaine, 2000.
In conjunction with biological art for its own sake, there are also a few instances
of similar art or commentary as a comment on the notions of the commodification and
commercialization of that which was once sacred. Before Kac’s “GFP Bunny,” Donna
Haraway critiqued OncoMouse™, which was “the first patented animal in the world.”
(Haraway, 125; 1997) Her book, Modest_Witness @ Second_Millenium. FemaleMan©
_Meets_OncoMouse™: Feminism and Technoscience, uses such syntactical symbolisms
in the title to reference the new form of branding in the turn of the century. An ironic
connection can be made here with the idea of commercializing living beings, i.e., the
branding a farmer gives to his/her livestock. A cliché modern example of this in fashion
is getting a barcode tattooed onto one’s body.
6

In a similar vein, artist Chrissy Conant comments on the commodification of
reproduction and in vitro-fertilization with her brilliant piece, “Chrissy Caviar.” The
artist had eggs surgically removed from her womb and placed in small vials packaged as
if for sale in twelve separate jars inside of a refrigerated display case. Meghan Dailey
reviewed the show in the October 2002 issue of Artforum:
Tapping reproductive anxieties (and pushing the envelope of good taste) was
‘Chrissy Caviar,’ 2001-2002. For this Bad Girl art in the age of in vitro piece, artist
Chrissy Conant harvested twelve of her eggs and sealed them in small vials. The
containers were then packaged into jars with labels announcing their weight and
ingredients alongside an image of the artist in sexy attire. Presented as a delicacy
available in limited quantity for consumption only by those who can afford it, the
piece jabbed at both the egg-selling racket and the art market. (Dailey, 157)

Chrissy Caviar, by Chrissy Conant, 2002.

A History of Celebrity and Fame
Much of the research behind this project has been on the history of celebrity and
fame. The concept of fame is one that has enchanted Western society since the days of
gladiators and Olympic athletes. Fame was then gained by furthering the boundaries of
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the human body. These icons were idolized by the masses because they were progressive
in their acts, encouraging physical endurance, rejuvenation, and growth. Aside from
physical superiority, however, during the same time period, the Roman actor Quintus
Roscius Gallus was boosted from slavery into high social rank in reward for his theatrical
skills. This notion of “supreme distinction” from the average man is still given to actors
in the present day.

Later in history, during the amazing cultural flourish of the

Elizabethan era, Shakespeare gained international — and, albeit largely posthumous,
even global —notoriety for his works which characterized the human character so well
that they helped

make popular theatre into a major source of mass entertainment.

Whether athlete, actor, author, or artist, though, these individuals are rewarded for
expanding the horizon of reality, for uncovering a new perception on the world through
the process of individuation.

Though many were infamous before famous, their

contributions to society were for the most part of respectable merit.
During the 20th century, however, there became a major difference between fame
and celebrity. Fame destroys society’s illusions while celebrity invents new ones. The
figure most commonly linked to this shift from fame to celebrity is Andy Warhol, who to
some extent signals the shift from modern to postmodern society. As opposed to fame,
which is earned for originality, celebrity is acquired by “standardizing the existing sense
of self so that it seems universal, thus making it narcissistically satisfying to the masses.”
Celebrity is the hedonistic appropriation of fame from the expansion of global reality to
the enhancement of global pleasure. According to Donald Kuspit, celebrity involves
“elaborating the surface of one’s self in a way that makes it narcissistically satisfying for
others as well as oneself.” (Kuspit, 72) Celebrities make our world more comfortable by
seemingly downsizing it into a more graspable, swallowable environment in which we
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can relate to others, to strangers, through the mutual appreciation we have towards certain
characteristics of these “star humans.”
The self-destructive progression of the human — quite a conceptual oxymoron —
is most prevalent in the most metropolitan of areas, i.e., New York City, Los Angeles, or
London. The less natural the environment, the less genuinely human-like one becomes,
naturally. Within a metropolis, so many individuals have monotonously autonomous
lives that they all but become the machines they operate. This causes individuals to feel
meaningless and unimportant, searching for an icon to alleviate their hopelessness.
While some find salvation in religion, others take a more narcissistic route and find
salvation by living vicariously through others:
The celebrity, the spectacular representation of a living human being … means
specializing in the seemingly lived: the star is the object of identification with the shallow
seeming life that has to compensate for the fragmented productive specializations which
are actually lived. Celebrities exist to act out various styles of living and viewing
society—unfettered, free to express themselves globally. (Debord, 60)

Furthermore, if these individuals’ pains and imperfections have caused society to
create the machine in order to alleviate the disadvantages of being human -- as, for
example, microscopes/telescopes enhance vision, or microphones/telephones enhance
voice and enable unnatural hearing -- then celebrity is the equivalent attempt to enable
and enhance the personality, or even the soul by simulating a prosthetic self to further the
narcissistic need to perpetuate certain human qualities. It only “works,” though, within a
symbiotic mindset, for without a mutual narcissism, both celebrity and audience lack any
sense of self: “without the other, each feels like nothing.” (Kuspit, 75)
There is a robotic nature, then, to the celebrity which the modern or postmodern
individual, living in a machine culture, has a tendency to identify with and has come to
love. This can be seen explicitly within Warhol’s superstar portraits: the viewer can
sense no glimmer of humanity in the subject’s gaze and “the celebrity’s false gaze keeps
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the audience at a distance and affords detachment from it.” (Kuspit, 79) The repetition of
these portraits, in addition to the fact that they were produced in the studio appropriately
titled The Factory, suggest the unoriginality of a robot. If this is the case, then the robotic
nature of these humans is undeniable:
The famous subject is the infinitely repeatable subject in no need of reorigination. Those
who have no origin to return to are truly lost souls. (Kuspit, 69)

Marilyn: Green, Pink, Red and Gold, by Andy Warhol, 1962.
While proclaiming the autonomy of the human spirit, these icons are actually
furthering the technical and machine-oriented mental state. Under the spotlight, these
figures do not perform flawlessly but rather seem sincere and insincere simultaneously:
“one can see through it to the celebrity’s vacuous, pathetic self even as one is impressed
by the triumph over it his celebrity represents—the fullness of being it seems to give
him.” (Kuspit, 75) The audience of one within the work created with this project should
be understood, like the celebrities we have made into icons, to have “no substance
beyond their exaggerated reflection in the public eye.” (Kuspit, 65)
Once the modern artists found the body as a tool and as a canvas, they of course
began to further experiment.

Chris Burden had himself shot in the arm during a

particular performance piece, Shoot (1971). Another piece of his, Through the Night
Softly (1973), featured him dragging himself over shards of broken glass with his arms
tied behind his naked torso. Clearly these are examples of not only self-destruction and
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self-sacrifice (to the point of the artist acting as a martyr), but also of the artist getting
bored with the medium with which he is working and therefore modifying it to be more
exciting. In a similarly disturbing case, Bob Flanagan used painful performances as a
way of coping with the daily pains of living with cystic fibrosis. Shortly before his death
he recorded the film, Sick: The Life and Death of Bob Flanagan, Super Masochist, in
which the scars covering his body become so many that it is ambiguous as to whether
they are from his many surgeries or from his personal devices.

In the mid-20th Century, Duchamp changed art history with his notion of
exhibiting ready-made objects as art. This obviously recontextualized prior sculptures
and stirred the majority of the contemporary art community because of its embrace of the
mass-production thought to be strictly for commercial objects.

Soon enough,

performances, happenings and events began to extend the definition of art even further,
with Kaprow, Tinguely, Beuys, Manzoni and others creating art that existed only in one
particular space and time. (36, Rush) In line with revolutionary thinking, a group called
Fluxus was one of the first groups of artists that invited women participants: Yoko Ono
and Alison Knowles.

Carolee Schneemann, in the ‘60s, predated other artists’

exploration of the taboos of sexuality and the female body with her work in body art and
Happenings. (39, Hall) As performance was on rise, so too was feminism—the two
collided with such performers as Adrian Piper, who in the early 1970’s rode a bus while
gagged by a towel, symbolizing the state of women’s rights in an effort of cultural
feminism. Eleanor Antin was another conceptual feminist artist, whose work, Carving: A
Traditional Sculpture (1973) exposed the abusiveness of the patriarchal definition of
femininity through a series of 140 photographs of her thinning body as she dieted for five
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weeks. (39, Hall) In 1976, a female artist named Colette lay naked as performance in
Real Dream, done at the Clocktower in New York. (170, Goldberg) Hannah Wilke
played the role of a female Christ in her attack against Christian suppression of women in
her piece, Super-t-art (and “Beware of Fascist Feminism”) done in 1974. Far from the
first performances in the Dadaist realm, Laurie Anderson is another early pioneer and
perhaps the most famous living performance artist today. In For Instants, 1976, she
brings in use the notion of the “autobiographical,” which conjures up thoughts revolving
around “the personal is political”—the famous catch phrase coined by Carol Hanisch in
the early stages of feminism. (172, Goldberg)
As performance art and technology rose into consciousness in the 20th century, the
notions of identity politics and gender studies, too, were progressing in the world of
academia and in the fine art world. Also, punk was in the early stages of development,
with the likes of Bauhaus, Sex Pistols and the Clash. During around this same time a
performance group called COUM Transmissions was formed by artists Genesis POrridge and Cosey Fanni Tutti which dealt with gender roles in a much more violent and
offensive manner than those artists previously mentioned. Cosey was formerly known as
for her pornographic work; Genesis was an art school dropout obsessed with the concepts
brought of Duchamp. In reference to a piece of theirs done at London’s Institute of
Contemporary Arts in 1977 titled Cease to Exist at their “Prostitution” exhibit, Genesis
claimed “I don’t think there is any point in doing anything unless you push yourself.
When in doubt—be extreme.” (6.31, Ford) Their work was soon after banned from the
ICA as the press accused the Arts Council of “wasting public money” by funding such an
outrageous exhibition. (182, Goldberg) COUM then gave up on the fine art world and
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instead transformed into an “anti-art” musical act called Throbbing Gristle, which was
equally as heinous in the public eye.
Although it took the mindset of the 20th century before artists began to explore
their own bodies in the fine arts context, bodily transformations and modifications had
been going on prior in many other. Once the modern artists found the body as a tool and
as a canvas, though, they of course began to further experiment. Chris Burden, as
extreme as his own work was, interestingly enough left midway through a performance
given by COUM Transmissions, saying, “it’s sickening and it’s disgusting and it’s not
art.” (6.32, Ford) Clearly these are examples of not only self-destruction and selfsacrifice (to the point of the artist acting as a martyr), but also of the artist getting bored
with the medium with which he is working and therefore modifying it to be more
exciting. This is similar to the idea of the punk aesthetic—artists, like those interested in
punk culture, are going to extremes to further prove their progressive mindset.
A curiously uncanny cross between these two worlds of plastic surgery and the
punk aesthetic is the woman who has undergone nearly $80,000 in plastic surgery to look
like Barbie: Cindy Jackson. In the early 1980’s she was leading several punk bands;
now, after her many surgeries, she pokes fun of herself by being the lead singer of a
group called The Dollz. Aside from her, Jocelyn Wildenstein, aka “The Tiger Woman”
or “The Bride of Wildenstein,” has gone so far with her surgeries that she has lost all
peripheral vision with her last cheekbone implant and eye reshaping surgeries. She is
commonly referred to as the world’s scariest celebrity—a title she received from the
popular online site, AwfulPlasticSurgery.Com. However, within the realm of artistic
bodily transformations and modifications, though, these few are to some extent outshined
in their efforts by the work of three particular personalities: Orlan, Amanda Lepore and
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Genesis P-Orridge (post-COUM). The term personalities is appropriate here because,
though they do indeed perform, therefore could be thought of as performance artists, the
art that is themselves goes beyond any particular performance that they may exhibit and
begins to encompass them for who they are. Their very existence is art because of what
they have done with themselves. They have pushed the boundaries of the body as art to
the furthest extent that the end of the 20th century saw.

They are in some ways

performance artists, yet their art is their lifestyle—they do not differentiate between
performances and there is no “exit stage right” at the end of the day. They have chosen
to modify their bodies in ways that are in no way undoable. These are studies of the body
that involve a level of hedonistic narcissism in that the artist is constantly a focus of
attention—much like mentioned earlier with Warhol bringing in artist as a cult leader. In
order to redefine the binary opposition of gender into something more broad and open,
these people have allowed themselves to become martyrs in the most narcissistic of
ways—they demand such attention because of their outrageous appearance, which is
caused by their outrageous concepts and outlooks on life in the first place.

Orlan, photographer unknown.
Orlan practices a form of self-sanctification and self-transcendence to the point
that some art critics (and likely much of the population) view her as outright insane. Her
goal is for her work to “pose a legal problem.” However, this is not to imply that she
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feels that she is breaking the law by means of free speech infringements or constrictions
of censorship—her disturbance between art and law is far more unusual.

She is

undergoing a process of changes that will alter herself so fundamentally that she
inevitably will legally warrant a new identity. To accomplish this seemingly impossible
series of permanent alterations, she works on her internal self through intense
psychoanalysis while simultaneously reconstructing her outer self through surgical
operations.

In combination, these procedures constitute an art performance entitled

Image/New Image(s) or the Re-incarnation of Saint-Orlan. (77, Weinstraub)
In Western societies many of her actions are thought of as insanity, while in other
cultures they are perceived as holy. (59, Weintraub) This form of self-sanctification,
though, in a time when faith is becoming something of the past in the rushing modern
culture, is certainly a new way of perceiving the world. However, as Weinstraub points
out:
“One of the risks undertaken by an artist who subjects herself to the hazards of paralysis
associated with spinal aneshtesia and to the discomfort of nine elected surgeries is that
she will be dismissed as insane. Sanity is commonly associated with activities geared
toward reducing danger, maximizing comfort, and seeking security. Art that comes into
being according to a different model is likely to be discredited as the product of a person
in need of guidance, not one who is capable of giving it. By violating standards of
normal behavior, [artists] demonstrate the many emotions, thoughts, and insights that are
suppressed by social strictures.” (83, Weinstraub)

Whether creative genius, pure insanity, or merely a gimmick, though, Orlan says
of her work: “Life is a recoverable aesthetic phenomenon and I am at the strongest points
of the confrontation. We no longer need to accept the body God and genetics have given
us.” (79, Weinstraub) In fact, Weinstraub compares her with other modern synthetic
phenomenon:
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“[Orlan’s] process of physical transformation may be identical to that employed by Joan
Rivers to conform to socially inscribed definitions of beauty, by Ivana Trump to halt the
march of time, by Cindy Crawford to become a breathing Barbie look-alike, by Michael
Jackson to make himself into a creature with no distinguishable race, gender, or age, and
by Jackson’s sister, La Toya to synthesize a family resemblance to her altered brother.
Yet they are all mortals with mere human-sized goals. Orlan’s desire to become a saint
alters the category of her physical transformation.” (79, Weinstraub)

Orlan compares herself not only to Joan of Arc, also a French female, but to Jesus Christ
himself, announcing before a sugery, “In a short while you will no longer see me … then
a short time later … you will see me again.” (79, Weinstraub)
Despite her striving for divinity (or her mental conditions), her very existence in
the world can be perceived as art—the fact that her work is so radical surely elevates her
to a high art status. Her narcissistic behavior alone is a comment on the state of the world
in many ways. This narcissism is not new to the art world, though, as it was represented
quite clearly with luminaries like Warhol and Leigh Bowery. It is said that “Warhol's art
signals the end of the belief in the therapeutic power of art. It exists to disillusion us
about art, and is an art of disillusionment." (66, Kuspit) Orlan’s work has a similar
power, delving too in the idea of celebrity, obviously, as she changed her name and
celebrates nothing but herself to the point where she wishes to have two selves to
celebrate. As art progresses in this direction, the celebration of the artist elevates the
individual equally with the work. The fact that Andres Serrano, photographer of the
infamous Piss Christ (1987), is modeling khakis for the Gap’s televised commercials
indicates that there is status just with the title of being a controversial visual artist. (10,
Weintraub)
While Orlan is a recognized performance artist within the fine arts community,
having been exhibited and published, Amanda is still on the fringes of the limelight,
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currently touching the art world as a muse for well-known photographer, David
LaChapelle, though quickly emerging indefinitely as her own entity and even as one of
the most original and unique personalities even New York City has yet seen. There
comes a need, to some extent, to justify the contextualizing the personality of a surgically
altered transsexual nightclub scenester as an art form. In order to go about this, a quote
from de Chirico comes to mind: “Completely … suppress man as a guide … once and
for all to [be] free … from … anthropomorphism … to see everything, even man, in its
quality of thing.” (397, de Chirico) Perhaps Warhol summed it up when he said, “More
than anything people just want stars.” (85, Warhol)

Amanda Lepore: Melon, by David LaChapelle, 1998.
Amanda, born Armand, has not only transcended her assigned gender, but took
the transition beyond ordinary transsexualism.a unique oxymoron. into a level of
distinctiveness that is pure brilliance. She is no other. Save for Michael Jackson,
America’s cultural equivalent to Frankenstein, who has over the years freed himself from
all prior constraints on the human race by surgically transforming himself so drastically,
there are no other persons who have broken the mold of their born bodies quite so much
at this particular time in history.

It is no wonder, then, that Lepore is one of La
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Chapelle's favorite muses. She came to one of his recent openings naked, wearing only
painted bikini-tan lines. Her exhibitionism seeks spectacles, and she has no fear of
exposing herself physically nor mentally in any public forum. Esther Newton says of the
more complex instances of transgenderment,
At its most complex, [transgenderment] is a double inversion that says, ‘appearance is an
illusion.’ [Transgender] says ‘my “outside” appearance is feminine, but my essence
“inside” [the body] is masculine.’ At the same time it symbolizes the opposite inversion;
‘my appearance “outside” [my body, my gender] is masculine but my essence “inside”
[myself] is feminine.’ (Newton, 103)

Amanda Lepore: Living Doll, by Vincent Knapp, 2003.
One particularly shocking photo from David LaChapelle’s Surgery Story series
was recalled by Salon.Com writer Cintra Wilson, who states that the artistry is in three
levels: photographer, LaChapelle; model, Lepore; and the anonymous illegal make-up
artist behind the scenes:
“[This is shown in] a photo of Ms. Lepore doggie-style on a gurney inside a closet,
receiving a hypodermic shot in the ass from a big, black nurse. This art is strictly
imitating life: Lepore is among the large and growing number of transsexuals and New
York makeup artists who have been receiving illegal cosmetic silicone injections from an
unlicensed "nurse" at her home in Harlem. The "nurse" allegedly buys the compound
from Kragen Auto Parts and injects it directly into their lips, breasts, buttocks, etc., and
has been providing instant gratification for those who want a rounder whatever for the
pool party this weekend at a fraction of normal procedure costs. "She is an artist," the
believers gush. Those "in the know" have been flying in from San Francisco to have her
shoot their parts full of polymers; the "nurse" is a legend, and her new backyard surgeries
are all the rage. Those who opt for the treatment don't care if this risky body modification
turns into lumpy rubble in 10 years and can never be removed. Everybody wants lips like
Amanda's, which are enormous to the point of deformity and look like an inflatable sofa,
Right Now.” (Wilson, online)
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Aside from Amanda, the French performance artist, Orlan, also uses modern
technology to alter her body for the purposes of art; in face, she is “always eager to
integrate the latest technology into her divine vision of herself.” (Weinstraub, 79) Orlan
coined the term Carnal Art, which she defines as “a self-portrait in the classical sense, yet
realized through the technology of its time. Lying between disfiguration and figuration,
it is an inscription in flesh, as our age now makes possible. No longer seen as the ideal it
once represented, the body has become an [sic] ‘modified ready-made.’” (Orlan, online)
Unlike Amanda, Orlan uses her surgeries as performances in and of themselves—
preferring to be awake so that she may witness her body being cut open and see herself
“all the way down to [her] entrails!” (Orlan, online) It would be interesting, in terms of
what Newton had said regarding the inner and the outer of oneself, if Amanda would
stare down into her male innards whilst undergoing her breast implant surgeries or the
like. Like Amanda, however, Orlan does use surgery to reinvent herself and to bask in a
new identity. She says of her work:
I am attracted to plastic surgery because it is a fight against nature, the idea of God, the
programmed, the DNA which is in charge of representation. I believe the body is not
sacred as religion taught us, it is just a costume that can be changed. Through my
performances, I want to address the status of the body in our society and in future
generations, since we must prepare ourselves to genetic engineering. (Orlan, online)

Our human form is becoming modified to the point of no return. The traditional
definition of form according to Webster’s Dictionary is “the nature, structure, or essence
of a thing, considered apart from its content, color, texture, or composition.” On the
other hand, Henri Bergson believed more in the idea of formlessness: “What is real is the
continual change of form: form is only a snapshot view of a transition.” (Bergson, 302)
Butler believes that the objects of one’s desire force one to push against the boundaries of
binary sexuality. She mentions what Wittig would say of transsexualism, claiming that
“if desire could liberate itself, it would have nothing to do with the preliminary marking
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by sexes.” (Butler, 23; 1990)
From a conservative point of view, the onset of so many individual performances of
gender and sexuality, different methods of bodily modification, and unique modes of
transsexualism might all seem to be the downfall of the civilized world. However, from a
more progressive point of view, they seem to be leading us all as a unit to a more wellbalanced well-being. The conservative viewpoint is, to some extent, the cyborg that
Donna Haraway is afraid will take over our civilization. As she wrote in “A Cyborg
Manifesto”:
The political struggle is to see from both perspectives at once because each reveals both
dominations and possibilities unimaginable from the other vantage point. Single vision
produces worse illusion than double vision or many-headed monsters. Cyborg unities are
monstrous and illegitimate; in our present political circumstances, we could hardly hope
for more potent myths for resistance and recoupling. (Haraway, 154)

Therefore, in reference to the acceptance mentioned earlier as perhaps only to the
level of acceptance given to the circus freaks, it is our duty as promoters of a progressive
culture to further support the advancement of this fascinating subculture. The Guerilla
Girls fought for women’s role in the art world by suggesting that women had to be naked
to get into the Metropolitan Museum of Art, referencing the fact that only 5% of the
artists in the Met were female while nearly 85% of the nudes featured were female.
However, the original tone of feminism suggested that the base behind transvestism and
transsexualism was rooted in misogyny, suggesting it to be part of this tunnel-vision of a
vantage point that Haraway brings up above. Butler, however, warns that this is not quite
the ideal mentality of a progressive thinker:
The problem with the analysis of drag as only misogyny is, of course, that it figures maleto-female transsexuality, cross-dressing, and drag as male homosexual activities—which
they are not always—and it further diagnoses male homosexuality as rooted in misogyny.
The feminist analysis thus makes male homosexuality about women, and one might
argue that at its extreme, this kind of analysis is in fact a colonization in reverse, a way
for feminist women to make themselves into the center of male homosexual activity …
According to these views, drag is nothing but the displacement and appropriation of
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“women,” and hence fundamentally based in a misogyny, a hatred of women … (Butler,
127; 1993)

In the case of Amanda, it seems absurd to suggest that perhaps she has
been living her life as a woman in the public eye for hidden misogynic reasons. In the
Almodovar film, All About My Mother, the character of La Agardo, “a warmhearted
transsexual,” puts her situation this way: “You are more and more authentic the more you
look like someone you dreamed of being.” (David, 84)

This is obvious with the

comparisons between Amanda Lepore and Marilyn Monroe. Both are icons in their own
rights. According to the Queen Mother website, Thomas Shanahan, the attorney of
Amanda’s one-time sister transsexual (now nemesis), Sophia Lamar: “[Sophia and
Amanda] are the Rosa Parks of our generation.”
celebrities in their exclusive ways.

Both Amanda and Marilyn are

However, though Amanda may have a certain

element of physical plasticity that Marilyn lacked, her authenticity in the eyes of her
followers may just outshine that of her master’s.
Now, in the beginning of the 21st Century, one artist has decided to use his cult
status to deem himself a cultural engineer, disregarding the general binary opposition
present in the gendered world like no other predecessor. He has transcended transgender
and transsexualism. This is Genesis P-Orridge, whose project, Pandrogyny, responds to
the idea of “a male trapped in a female body” and “a female trapped in a male body” by
merely saying, “I feel trapped in a body.” To fully understand such radical contemporary
performance, one must delve further into the history of art to understand what has caused
us as humans to with to alter our bodies in such manners. Genesis P-Orridge, like both
Orlan and Amanda Lepore, is using surgical transformations in the form of a fine arts
piece. However, unlike Orlan, who is performing the plasticization of herself into a
monstrous new identity, and unlike Lepore, who took transsexualism to new levels,
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Genesis has found a partner, Lady Jaye P-Orridge, with whom s/he is attempting to
inevitably share the same identity/body through a lifestyle-altering performance piece
called Pandrogyny—they now refer to themselves, collectively, as Breyer P-Orridge. For
the past year, Genesis and Lady Jaye have been dressing exactly the same in public and
private and recently Genesis has gotten a breast implant surgery in order to become a
hermaphrodite. It is unclear at this point if Lady Jaye will be going through a genital
operation to construct a penis in order for her to be in the same hermaphroditic state.
Genesis recently issued the following statement on his/her website:
“Hermaphroditism is a cultural phenomenon. Its presence is discernible throughout the
history of art. The hermaphrodite is a cosmic being within art but beyond identity. The
presence of the hermaphrodite ushers in a plurality that has always existed in absence.
The realm of the hermaphrodite is spaceless, timeless, asymmetrical, and indescribable.
The hermaphrodite is emblematic of free existence. The notion of hermaphroditism has
evolved to undermine the long-lasting dictatorship of the so-called ‘normal.’ Just like the
phoenix—it withers when depreciated, but as soon as the ground becomes fertile it arises
again from the ashes. Its cycle of visibility lasts as long as confusion endures, just before
it gets sacrificed on the altar of cultural dictatorship to come.” (49, P-Orridge)

In addition to being inspired by the progressive and conceptual thinking of Duchamp,
Genesis has since the 1960’s been experimenting with the idea of the “Cut-Up
Technique” which was conceived by his other major influences, William S. Burroughs
(whom he collaborated with soon before Burroughs’ death) and Brion Gysin.

Unlike

Burroughs/Gysin’s cut-up collaborations, which were mostly applied to spoken word and
written prose/poetry, Genesis has been applying this process “to behaviour, to identity,
and to gender; de-conditioning as far as possible the fictional character written by
consensus reality and all who would impose their expectations upon him.” (online, POrridge) Genesis recently had cheek implants to make his/her face more similar in
structure to Lady Jaye’s, whom is to soon undergo similar alterations as well. Genesis
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says of this recent surgery that the face has so far been the hardest part of the body to
surrender to art: “we are conditioned so much to thee reflection in our mirror being thee
SELF we experience as inner dialogue. In fact, all faces are masks …” (online, POrridge) So while Burroughs and Gysin were attempting to create “The Third Mind,”
Genesis and Lady Jaye are attempting to create Breyer, or “The Third Being.” (online, POrridge) Breyer has applied the cut-up technique to the notion of the self, both supplying
separate bodies in an ongoing process to achieve what they deem “Pandrogyne,” or
“positive androgyny.”

Breyer further explains this in an interview with Dominic

Johnson, which is posted on his/her website:
“When you consider transsexuality, cross-dressing, cosmetic surgery, piercing and
tattooing, they are all calculated impulses—a symptomatic groping toward the next
phase.” … “Breyer P-Orridge believe that the binary systems embedded in society,
culture and biology are the root cause of conflict, and agression which in turn justify and
maintain oppressive control systems and divisive hierarchies.” (online, P-Orridge)

Breyer P-Orridge, photo by Michael Fox, 2003.
Now moreso than any other time, it is undeniable that art is used as a means of
social change. With new mediums come newer modifications and at some point “people
are almost universally unprepared to respond to the vanguard art of our present age.
They are indeed unprepared, almost as if they belonged to an earlier century, to
acknowledge it as art!” (14, Weintraub)

Now, though, with genetical engineering,
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cloning, and DNA splicing on the rise, the use of the body as a medium, though hardly a
surprise to some, is still a difficult concept for many to grasp. Eduardo Kac, a genetic
artist, created an interactive installation piece in 1997 titled A Positive which formed a
semiotic relationship between computer and man through intravenous extraction of
blood, which was then hooked to a machine which injected glucose back into the
participant’s body. Stelarc also injected wiring into himself in several performances in
order to have his body controlled remotely via the internet. As art is about social change,
in order to promote social change, be it positive or negative, the artist much change the
mindset of his/her viewer in some way. What easier way to alter the mindset of a viewer
than to—before his/her very eyes—alter the one possession that both artist and viewer
most certainly have in common: the body.
How far, though, can we push the boundaries of our bodies and the boundaries of
art before we are going too far? Is there honestly no limit as to what may constitute a
work of art? New trends of self-destruction and body mutilation are on the rise with
performance art troups such as the New Orleans based, Pain Tribe, who insert hooks into
their backs and cheeks among other body parts and suspend themselves from the ceilings
of their performance spaces in order to “reach a happy place” inside of themselves which
they only find through extreme pain bordering on torture.
In a somewhat similar vein, The Backyard is a recent documentary which
showcases the violence that American and British adolescence put themselves through
during “backyard wrestling,” a hobby that has become increasing more violent within the
past ten years. The uneducated and mostly lower class kids shown in this film were
reaching for the stars by bashing each other with spike-covered two-by-fours and lighting
each other on fire as they were pushed into a pit of barbed wire and sliced across the
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forehead with a razorblade. They were doing this, they claimed, because it was the only
way they would ever become professional wrestlers, their only hope in getting out of
their current towns and lifestyles. Do we hate what we’ve become so much?
Where is this going? The self-destructive progression of the human—quite a
conceptual oxymoron—is most prevalent in the most metropolitan of areas, ie: New York
City, Paris, London, etc. The less natural the environment, the less genuinely human-like
one becomes, naturally. Orlan, Amanda Lepore, and Genesis P-Orridge all use modern
technology to alter their bodies for the purposes of art, in fact “[Orlan is] always eager to
integrate the latest technology into her divine vision of herself,” (79, Weinstraub), and in
fact says of her own work:
“I am attracted to plastic surgery because it is a fight against nature, the idea of God, the
programmed, the DNA which is in charge of representation. I believe the body is not
sacred as religion taught us, it is just a costume that can be changed. Through my
performances, I want to address the status of the body in our society and in future
generations, since we must prepare ourselves to genetic engineering.”

In regards to gender roles and the relation of sexuality to the body, the French
philosopher, Michael Foucault, raises an interesting question when he asks, “Do we truly
need true sex?” in the introduction to the biography, Herculine Barbin about a French
hermaphrodite. (vii, Foucault) He discusses the ridiculousness of the binary opposition
of the sexes—stating later in the introduction: “sexual irregularity is seen as belonging
more or less to the realm of chimeras.” (x, Foucault) He adds, “it is sex itself which
hides the most secret parts of the individual: the structure of his fantasies, the roots of his
ego, the forms of his relationship to reality. At the bottom of sex, there is truth.” (xi,
Foucault)
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Half-Man, self-portrait by Daniel McKernan, 2003.
Within my own work there is always elements of sexuality and the body—though
I have not personally ventured into the world of plastic surgery, nor do I intend to at this
point. I have had numerous subjects of photographs whom have undergone or are in the
process of undergoing sexual reassignment surgeries. One of the more interesting cases
of transsexualism is one of two homosexual male identical twins, Erick and Derrick, who
are one-by-one undergoing male-to-female sex changes and will briefly be Ericka and
Derrick before ultimately being Ericka and Derricka. For the brief period when one is
male and the other is fully female, they may possibly the only two identical twins to be of
opposite sexes for that brief period before their surgeries are both completed.
Obviously the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first
century are turning points for both gender and genetic issues, but the notion of the punk
aesthetic is also shifting from its previous imagery, as what was punk in the ‘70s is no
longer extreme but more so quite passé. A friend of John Waters’, Pat Moran, says of the
late legend, Divine, “She was a drag terrorist. The drag queens would go ‘what is this?’
and the straight people would go ‘what is this?’—so he was really right on out there as
far as his look went.” (Divine Trash, Moran) This sense of pushing the boundaries of
transvestitism and a bizarre self-image has since progressed, and the audiences for
26

outrageous performers are coming to crave their brilliant contemporary natures. This
turning point is obviously just the beginning of its history, and as genetic engineering
becomes more complicated, with cloning, complex plastic surgery and the notion of
picking-and-choosing your offspring’s features, it can only get more interesting. Already
mainstream pop culture has become infatuated these types of outré personalities — MTV
airs a show called I Want A Famous Face, which on one episode had a male-to-female
transsexual Latino who was undergoing plastic surgery to look more like Jennifer Lopez.
Perhaps the distinction between whether society accepts them as equals or as circus
freaks has yet to be seen, but this will come in time as with many of history’s civil rights
issues.

The turn of the century disregard for the boundaries of the body and the

transformations occurring as a result are creating these early pioneers who are forming a
new punk aesthetic by pushing the outer limits of scientific, visual and genetic alterations
in an interesting path that touches on both spectacle and narcissism in a way that is
uniquely captivating. Celebrate the cult of formlessness and worship those who are
attempting to subvert the normalcy in our world in order to further promote our notions
of the human race. Is evolution evil? If evolution is furthering our species until the point
of warranting new and improved branches to our species, genii, family, etc.: then no. In
this dawn of so many advances, why not push further on and faster? As we abolish the
instinct of order and form, we are living lives of truly amorphous creatures which will
quickly color the world with shades it has not yet experiences and may never again.

27

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Barthe, Roland. “The Death of the Author,” Image Music Text (Hill and Wang: New
York, NY, 1983).
Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex, trans. E. M. Parshley. (Vintage: New York, NY,
1973).
Bergson, Henri. “Form and Becoming” in Creative Evolution (Dover Publications:
Mineola, NY, 1998).
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. (Routledge:
New York, NY, 1990).
Butler, Judith. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.” (Routledge: New
York, NY, 1993).
County, Jane and Smith, Rupert. Man Enough to Be Woman. (Serpent’s Tail Press:
London, UK, 1995).
Dailey, Meghan. “Family at the Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art,” Artforum.
October 2002.
David, Denby. “The Films of Petro Almodovar,” The New Yorker. November 22, 2004.
Debord, Guy. Society of the Spectacle (Black & Red: Detroit, MI, 1967).
De Chirico, Giorgio. “Meditations of a Painter,” in Theories of Modern Art, ed., Chipp,
Herschel B. (University of California Press: Berkeley, CA, 1968).
Ford, Simon. Wreckers of Civilisation: The Story of COUM Transmissions and
Throbbing Gristle (Black Dog Publishing: London, UK, 2000).
Goldberg, RoseLee. Performance Art (Thames & Hudson: London, UK, 2001).
Haraway, Donna.
Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium.FemaleMan©_Meets_Onco
Mouse™: Feminism and Technoscience (Routledge: New York, NY, 1997).
Haraway, Donna. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Social-Feminism in
the Late Twentieth Century,” in Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of
Nature (Routledge: New York, NY, 1991).
Haraway, Donna interviewed by Goodeve, Thyrza Nichols. How Like a Leaf (Routledge:
New York, NY, 2000).
Isaak, Jo Anna. Feminism & Contemporary Art: The Revolutionary Power of Women’s
Laughter. (Routledge Press: New York, NY, 1996).
28

Kac, Eduardo. The Website of Eduardo Kac: GFP Bunny. Publication date unknown.
http://www.ekac.org/ Viewed November 1, 2004.
Kuspit, Donald. The Cult of the Avant-Garde Artist (Cambridge University Press: New
York, NY, 1993).
Muller, Florence. Excentriques (Editions du Chene: Lucon, France: 2001).
Mumford, Lewis. Art and Technics (Columbia University Press: New York, NY, 1952).
Newton, Esther. “Role Models” in Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America
(University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 1972).
Ng, Natalie. Personal and Political: The Women’s Art Movement, 1969-1975, ed.
Taylor, Simon and Ng, Natalie. (Guild Hall Museum: East Hampton, NY, 2002).
O’Brien, C. Jill. Carnal Art: Orlan’s Refacing (University of Minnesota Press:
Minneapolis, MN, 2004).
Orlan. Carnal Art translated from the French by Dusinberre, Deke.
Flammarion: Paris, France, 2004).

(Editions

Orlan. The Official Website of Orlan. Publication date uknown. http://www.orlan.net/
Viewed on November 20, 2004.
P-Orridge, Breyer. “Our Practice in Art: Why We Are Breaking Sex,” 2003. Published
December,
2003
on
GenesisP-Orridge.Com,
http://www.genesisporridge.com/index.php?section=article&album_id=15&id=16 Viewed April 1, 2004.
P-Orridge, Breyer with Bert, Bob. “This is a Story … About Breyer P-Orridge.” BB Gun
Magazine: Issue 7, 2004 Edition. (BB Gun Magazine, Inc., Press: Hoboken, NJ, 2004).
P-Orridge, Genesis with Rushkoff, Douglas and Abrahamson, Carl. Painful but
Fabulous: The Life and Art of Genesis P-Orridge (Soft Skull Press: New York, NY,
2002).
P-Orridge, Genesis. “Eyes Wide Shut: Genesis P-Orridge on Brion Gysin.” Published
November
15,
2003
on
The
Guardian
Unlimited,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/arts/features/story/0,11710,1083556,00.html Viewed April 1,
2004.
Paul, Christiane. Digital Art (Thames & Hudson: London, UK, 2003.)
Perry, Gill. Gender and Art. (Yale University Press: New Haven, NJ, 1999).
Rush, Michael. New Media in Late 20th-Century Art (Thames & Hudson: London, UK,
1999).
29

Stone, Allucquere Rosanne. The War of Desire and Technology at the Close of the
Mechanical Age. (The MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 1995).
Taylor, Brandon. Avant-Garde and After: Rethinking Art Now (Harry N. Abrams, Inc.:
New York, NY, 1995).
Tuohy, Laurel. “Our Families, Exotic or Mainstream, Inspire new Aldrich Exhibit,” in
The News-Times, June 7, 2002.
Warhol, Andy. The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again)
(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich: San Diego, CA, 1975).
Waters, John. Divine Trash: A Documentary. Excerpt from Pat Moran’s interview.
Weintrab, Linda. Art on the Edge and Over: Searching for Meaning in Contemporary
Society 1970’s-1990’s (Art Insights, Inc.: Litchfield, CT, 1996).
Wittig, Monique. “Paradigm” in Homosexualities and French Literature: Cultural
Contexts/Critical Texts, eds. Elaine Marks, and George Stambolian (Cornell University
Press: Ithaca, NY, 1979).
Wittig, Monique. “One is Not Born a Woman,” Feminist Issues, Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter
1981, p. 53.
Wolf, Naomi. The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Used Against Women
(Anchor Books, Doubleday: New York, NY, 1991).
Unknown author. “A Brief History of Celebrity,” 2003. Published April 4, 2003 on
BBC News, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/showbiz/1777554.stm Viewed
March 1, 2004.
Unknown author. “Biography of Sophia Lamar.” Publication date unknown. On Queen
Mother TV Website. http://www.queenmother.tv/nycgirl/sophia/ Viewed on November
22, 2004.

30

