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Much of the most thought-provoking art of recent years has emerged directly or indirectly from 
new visualizations of the human body made available through medicine, nanotechnology and 
genetic engineering. The contemporary reconceptualization of “humanness” is directly linked, 
therefore, to evolving knowledge that has emerged from new representations of the body in 
science.  
 
The translation of human identity by means of MRI imaging, scanning electron microscopy, DNA 
sequencing, digital tomosynthesis, and medical imaging technologies have prompted 
reinterpretations of the body in art that include hybrid mixtures of species and genders and also 
human/non-human machines.  The resulting “spectacular bodies” have spawned a full gamut of 
themes: The Posthuman; The Transhuman; Elective Biohancement and Cyborg Identity; The 
Gendering of Medical Knowledge; and The Body as Code. 
 
Interactive flap anatomies are codified bodies, which combine artisanal reproductions with 
scientific knowledge instantiated in medical illustrations.  Popular from the Renaissance to 
Modern times, they represent the attempt to both “dissect” and understand the status of the body 
as a biological and cultural entity. These depictions explore the socially constructed body through 
representations of gender, health, illness, and idealized human forms that similarly appear in 
transparent anatomical models, or TAMs, and medical films. To see beyond the body and its 
physical mechanisms to what Foucault termed the ‘medical gaze’ shifts the focus away from the 
body as the site of self to the site of medical expertise and social practices.   
 
The Cold Open, a lightbox diptych produced from an archive of photographs I shot at the College 
of Physicians in Philadelphia portrays Lucas Kilian's Second Vision (Adam) and Third Vision 
(Eve), two anatomical flap anatomy prints from Mirrors of the Microcosm, printed in 1613.  The 
subtle blushes of color around only the area of the viscera evoke a sense of the erotic - the 
politics of sex and shock - as each specimen poses unflinchingly in defiance of their own 
dissection. 
 
At the college’s Mütter Museum, I mined an inventory of prosthetic devices collected for their 
historical value. These limbs from centuries past, which once conferred “wholeness” on those 
who donned them, or more, conjured a utopian vision of the “super human,” now reside in storage 
as fetish objects.  They recall the first account of prosthetic care, which originated in the fifth 
Egyptian Dynasty (2750-2625 B.C.) and also the work of Herodotus, which relays the story of a 
prisoner who escaped incarceration by cutting off his foot, which he later replaced with a wooden 
substitute.  
 
Isomorphic Extension I and II call to mind the unrelenting human desire to augment, control and 
supplement the corporeal body.  These larger-than-life lightboxes portray a pair of prosthetic legs 
eerily suspended in a non-descript space.  They evoke a strange presence, the absent body, 
absurdly suspended above this mixed gender, mixed generation set of limbs most certainly 
incapable of ambulation.  They also propose the notion of an early posthuman subject whose 
identity is not determined by normative standards and coercion, but rather by radical subjectivity.  
 
The human body’s relationship to mortality and what transpires after we “shuffle off our mortal 
coil” is also one of considerable interest in medicine and in art.  In recent years, artists have 
engaged the topic of death in a variety of ways.  Sally Mann’s “Body Farm” images and Jeff 
Wall’s Battlefield, which was also referenced in Omer Fast’s Continuity at Documenta last year, 
reveal our contemporary obsession with what lingers of us after our passing. 
 
Photographs from The Mutable Archive project depict a collection of exquisitely displayed 
tattooed skulls and address the theme of human mortality through fiction, play, and conjecture.  



This project employs a vast repository of human remains assembled by Dr. Joseph Hyrtl for the 
Mutter Müseum and reveals the 19th century scientific preoccupation with nature's unifying order 
and data that expresses variation.  However, only a minimal amount of verifiable information 
exists for each specimen by way of the post-mortem tattoos themselves and also by way of their 
accompanying archives.  This raises the question of how to interpret such collections through the 
lens of the present while honoring the historically significant, time-sensitive and ephemeral nature 
of what is in hand. 
 
The Mutable Archive project is multi-layered and explores ways in which to creatively rethink the 
lost histories of this “grinning congregation.”  One part of the project enlists scientists, historians 
of medicine, medical ethicists, artists, scholars, philosophers, and spiritual mediums, each of 
which will each create a fictional biography on a subject of their choosing.  Archival data, factual 
error, personal bias, speculation, and the writers’ own longings will guide them through the 
process of identity reconstruction. 
 
A more dynamic profile of the corporeal body emerges when art and medicine are bedfellows. 
Humanistic encounters with medicine, especially those that engage historical archives, pull the 
medical body into a new cultural territory, which in turn brings new perspectives to bear on 
medicine. Ultimately, the aesthetics of representation encountered in the space between art and 
medicine engenders new critical perspectives on the social, cultural and theoretical dimensions of 
what it means to be human.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

	  


