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In every human voice, there are echoes of the mother's tongue, echoes of 
significant teachers, respected elders, close friends; and there are accents too, 
which bind the voice to the history of a region, a culture, and generations of 
ancestors (Levin 1985:174). 
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The exhibition, Continuity, consists of two related yet distinct installations, Material Continuity 

and Sanctified Flesh, both of which address issues surrounding the often-described, 

contemporary experience of bodily fragmentation, due to the effects of technology in society. In 

these installations the use of technologically-based media to describe the body functions as a 

visual and conceptual metaphor for the power of invasive technological practices (in this case, 

medical) on the living body. I am interested in addressing the paradox that within contemporary 

social systems, we, as individuals, must simultaneously depend on the comforts of modern 

technology, while recognizing the limitations, and potential destructive force, of its pervasive 

applications. Despite challenges to Western medical research and practice, modern medicine 

remains the primary source of information concerning our well-being and the dominant method 

of treating, "healing," and understanding bodies. Defined through traditional philosophical 

and/or scientific systems of knowledge, the embodied subject is viewed only in fragments, 

understood only in part. 

The body fragment is a highly charged metaphor for the psychological, social, 
political, and physical assaults on the individual . . . The dismemberment of the 
body in late twentieth century art is the result of living in a world in which 
violence, oppression, social injustice, and physical and psychological stress 
predominate (Posner 1994:22). 

Central to the development of my art practice has been consideration of the oppositions by 

which the human subject has usually been understood. in Western culture, ie. body/mind, 

passion/reason, self/other, nature/culture, mortality/ transcendence, and the fact that underlying 

these dualities is female/male. The disavowal of the body and the corresponding elevation of the 

mind within traditional philosophical discourse permeates the social structures in which we live. 

The body has been discussed in narrow and problematic, dichotomized terms that attempt to 

minimize or ignore its formative role in the production of philosophical values such as truth, 

knowledge, reason, and justice. The assumption that mind and body are distinct and mutually 
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exclusive, each inhabiting its own self-contained sphere, is reductionist, given that everyday 

experience reveals interactions and connections between them. 

Within our intellectual heritage there is no language in which to describe 
concepts which include both mind and body, no terminology that does not 
succumb to versions of this polarization; some kind of understanding of 
`embodied subjectivity,' of 'psychical corporeality,' needs to be developed (Grosz 
1994:22). 

Using autobiographically-based experience, my own body as subject and image, and 

representations of bodies from an earlier period in European history, I have been examining 

through my artwork how the validation of sensual knowledge may contribute to subverting the 

positioning of consciousness above corporeality. In addition, by combining close examination of 

the experiential specificity of my own body with research involving women's corporeal 

experience in historic periods, I wish to link the contemporary to the historic, believing that our 

experience is not isolated from history but can only be understood in relation to it. 

Our 'very own' body is not really, or not fully, our own. It is the deposit of a 
secret wisdom, concealed within the impenetrable mystery of nature; the body of 
wisdom is the bequest of more generations than we could ever count; as an 
ancestral body, an 'ancient' body of genetically encoded reproduction, it is the 
biophysical element which binds our existence to that of our mortal ancestors, 
even the earliest (Levin 1985:171). 

The fragmentation of my own body on a video monitor in Material Continuity, and its distortion 

and repetition through a mylar corridor, while symbolizing the dismembering experience of 

medical investigations, is also visually symbolic of the disintegration of contemporary value 

systems, for which dualistic theories are at least partly responsible (an idea developed by Grosz 

1994). However, instead of fragmenting the bodies of the saints, I have used the images more or 

less intact in order to point to the medieval belief in body/soul continuity, and the medieval 
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conception that physical suffering can be generative and fruitful, a notion which may symbolize 

something of value for us today (as suggested by Bynum 1987). 

The question of intrinsic or essential knowledge is an important concern in my work; in order to 

speak about bodily knowledge, one must consider not only the ontologically polarizing effects of 

body-mind duality theories, but also the effects of cultural systems on the living body. While 

subjective experience cannot be regarded as a raw mode of access to some truth, neither can the 

body itself be regarded as purely a social or cultural entity lacking its own "weighty materiality" 

(Grosz 1994). According to Elizabeth Grosz, the body and its environment are mutually 

defining, one does not exist without the other. She describes this as the "interimplication" of the 

natural and the cultural. 

The body provides a point of mediation between what is perceived as purely 
internal and accessible only to the subject and what is external and publicly 
observable, a point from which to rethink the opposition between the inside and 
the outside, the private and the public, the self and the other, and all the other 
binary pairs associated with mind/body opposition (Grosz 1994:21). 

Given that the body represents a meeting place for perception (internal) and observation 

(external), my interest in the body lies in the belief that it is an archive of intrinsic information, 

the site of our most reliable intelligence and consciousness. However, in order for intelligence 

not to be paired with mind, nor to be considered as taking place in the head, we must ask: how 

do we bring our thinking down into the body? how do we learn to think through the body? how 

do we learn to listen to the body's own speech? 
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Using her experiential history of the body, the autobiographical subject engages 
in a process of critical self-consciousness through which she comes to an 
awareness of the relationship of her specific body to the cultural body and to the 
body politic. That change in consciousness prompts cultural critique (Smith 
1993:131). 

The desire to understand and define the self, with individually-bounded responses and needs, has 

always been a central motivating force in my art practice. According to Stephen Horne, the 

"utopic goals of Selfhood - accountability, self-reflexivity, autonomy - demand understanding of 

the self as the subject of a life narrative, which can have a therapeutic and critical function with 

regard to the dispersing and fragmenting effects of technological culture" (1993:25). 

Subjective experience informs my work usually during the early stages of conceptualization. For 

instance, my personal encounters with the medical establishment over the past few years, and my 

subsequent diagnosis with an autoimmune disease of unknown aetiology, initiated my interest in 

the effects of technology on the living body. The processes of medical investigation, while not 

necessarily traumatic in my case, were invasive, wasteful and dismissive of any kind of sensory 

or intuitive information. The consequent struggle to assert subjective, sensory-based knowledge 

in the face of these practices is the central theme addressed in Material Continuity. 

In both installations, the flesh of bodies -- my own and that of the saints -- is represented through 

electronic media: video, diagnostic imaging and digital outputs. The diagnositic images (chest 

cavity sections), produced through a digital process called Computed Tomography (CT), have 

been reproduced using a traditional artistic method of handpainting. The 'scanning' of my body, 

and the subsequent handpainting of the machine-generated images, is the reverse of the 

procedure I used to develop the images of the saints: these images were recreated by scanning 

them into a data-based file, digitally manipulating them, and downloading them on an 

electrostatic plotter. Medical invasions of the body, symbolized by the diagnositic examinations 

of its inside, I see as parallel to invasions of the saints' bodies, by officially sanctioned physical 
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torture. The fragmenting of my body on the monitor image refers to the sectioning of the body 

under examination and the inclusion of the same fragmented body within the saint images, 

functions to link the two body experiences, the contemporary to the historic. 

Because of the level of specialization required to use some of these technological media, I 

sought the assistance of experts in various disciplines and areas of specialization. This 

involvement of others ultimately has become part of the overall meaning of the work and is in 

keeping with my interest in challenging issues surrounding mastery, authorship, and ownership 

which are still prevalent in the mythology and definitions of art and artist. The labor I am 

primarily using is not the labor of the hand but that of conceptually-based research, an 

intellectual framework, in addressing issues of sensual (bodily) knowledge. By refusing to 

isolate the physical from the conceptual in my work, my intention is to acknowledge that 

conceptual processes play a formative role in bodily understanding, and that, conversely, sensual 

experience is not limited to the flesh and blood of bodies. This reversal informs the work in an 

important way because it exists in the material construction of the art and needs to be 

immediately reconciled upon viewing. 

The use of reversals, in addition to functioning as a symbolic negation of duality theories, also 

functions as a reflection of the conflicting forces which shaped my working process (intuitive 

and rational impulses). In light of the pursuit I have been undertaking, to listen carefully to 

subjectively-based knowledge (which includes one's personal history and memory as well as 

one's sensory perception), I chose to follow the desire to use the saints as source images. My 

initial attraction to these images I trace back to a childhood steeped in Catholicism in which 

concepts of the holy eucharist, mortal sin, the seven sacraments, heaven and hell, the 

resurrection, faith in God, and so on, were not to be questioned. Although I have always lived 

sceptically within this tradition, and even more so when I became aware of feminist critiques of 

patriarchal religions, the physical, sensual and aesthetic dimensions of Catholicism are powerful, 

and I have found myself repeatedly returning, in my art, to themes related to Catholicism and 

Christianity. 
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Despite my distance from and skepticism about Catholicism, I was surprised to discover how 

much conflict and unease I initially felt in using these images for the purposes of my own 

"invasive" investigation. I realize that I considered them "sacred" and that the strength of my 

response to these images determined for me that they were in fact exactly the link to history 

(personal and cultural) that I had been seeking. I looked at literally hundreds of reproductions 

while reading the stories of the saints' lives, their accomplishments, miracles and martyrdoms. I 

began to experience a strange sensation that I knew these women, that I was connected to them 

across time, that I grieved for their suffering and felt in some way envious of their mutually 

supportive and purposeful lives. I was especially compelled by the images of the depictions of 

torture for their simultaneous horror and beauty, and by the gestures of the mourning women 

which I believe express the driving emotion behind much of my work. 

Sanctified Flesh began as an "intuitive" process - the response to a subject (saint images) which 

can be traced to my own psycho/physical memory - and developed through research and 

"rational" processes, into a project of complex proportions. The shift away from my own life as 

a reference point, to historic references of other lives, moves Sanctified Flesh into a more 

universal framing of bodily experience than that portrayed in Material Continuity. In Sanctified 

Flesh the body spans across time and across generations of ancestors. 

Medieval asceticism should not be understood as rooted in dualism in a radical 
sense of spirit opposed to or entrapped by body...it was a profound expression of 
the doctrine of the Incarnation, which arose in a religious world whose central 
ritual was the coming of God into food as macerated flesh (Bynum 1987:295). 

The assumption that soul/body dualism was at the heart of medieval aescetical practices, and that 

the soul needed release from the "prison of the body," may be a simplistic understanding of a 

complex behaviour. Harsh aescetical behaviour is described by Bynum as an effort to realize the 
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possibilities of the flesh, in which the body is not so much a hindrance to the soul's ascent as the 

opportunity for it. Through extreme forms of self-inflicted, physical denials and hardships 

(flagellation, starvation, mutilation, the use of hair shirts), the body's limitations were tested in 

order that the soul might soar ever closer to God. 

Women saw themselves as fully spirit and fully flesh . . . In their symbols women 
expanded the suffering, giving self they were ascribed by their culture, becoming 
ever more wonderfully and horribly the body on the cross. They became that body 
not as flight from but as continuation of self (Bynum 1987:296). 

Much of the twelfth- and thirteenth-century debate about the resurrection of the body and the 

relationship of body and soul revolved around issues of material (bodily) continuity -- how 

identity lasts through corruption and reassemblage. The question central to the debate was, "Is 

body necessary to personhood?" (Bynum 1987:247) The same question is relevant today in that 

it is difficult to account for identity without some sort of physical continuity. The theory of 

material continuity, "I am my body," as opposed to John Locke's version of memory theory, "I 

am my continuous stream of memory," are the two basic positions on the conceptual continuum 

of mind and body. These two positions have been combined and overlapped in both of my 

works. In Material Continuity I am referring to an uninterrupted connection or union between 

body and mind, whereas in Sanctified Flesh I am referring to an uninterrupted duration or 

continuation of being across time. 

Beginning with the period of enlightenment, medieval spiritual beliefs and practices have been 

gradually replaced by scientific beliefs and practices. The attendant positive advances for the 

body -- that we are able to control basic aspects of bodily experience such as pain and fertility, 

through the development of anesthetics, antibiotics, advances in nutrition, and surgery -- have 

allowed us new forms of freedom, creativity and fulfillment (at least in a portion of the globe). 

My wish is not to go back in time, not to lose all that we have gained, but to suggest that the 

contemporary practice of institutionalizing bodily experiences such as birth, illness and death, 
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and separating these experiences from everyday life, reinforces dualistic thinking by contributing 

to a general lack of trust in intrinsic or sensual knowledge. The relentless pursuit of bodily 

control and immortality makes us ever more dependent on technological developments in which 

survival of the flesh becomes an end in itself, and consideration of the psychical dimensions of 

being becomes irrelevant. Both Material Continuity and Sanctified Flesh address this 

technological quest for immortality, and the resultant fragmentation of the embodied subject. In 

this work, I am also suggesting that perhaps we need to recover something of the medieval sense 

of bodily vulnerability as a means of knowing, rather than as something to be constantly fled. 

Corporeal fragility is a reminder of our own mortality from which technologies cannot 

ultimately save us. 

The body is always already temporalized: it is born; it lingers and persists a 
while; it perishes. The body holds us, keeps us pledged, to the corruption and 
mortality by which our existence is ultimately called into question (Levin 
1987:174). 
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SANCTIFIED FLESH 

Lucy 

Source images: "The Martyrdom of St. Lucy" by Jacobello del Fiore, c.1410-20, colour scanned, 

compressed and decompressed; body fragment (feet) from video of the artist's body, 1995, digitized 

using Amiga 2000, IFF format, transferred to PC, converted to TIFF format; both source images ma-

nipulated using Aldus Adobe Photoshop and CorelDraw 5, and digitally output on Calcomp 59444 

Colour Electrostatic Plotter. 

AGATHA 

Source images: "The Martyrdom of St. Agatha:' Swiss school, c. 1473, scanned in black and white; 

body fragment (legs) from a video of the artist's body, 1995, digitized using Amiga 2000, IFF format, 

transferred to PC, converted to TIFF format; both source images manipulated using Aldus Adobe 

Photoshop and CorelDraw 5, and digitally output on Calcomp 85444 Colour Electrostatic Plotter. 

MOURNERS 

Source images: detail of the "Crucifixion" from the S. Zeno Altarpiece by Andrea Mantegna, c. 1460, 

colour scanned, compressed and decompressed; small insert from "The Fates of Illustrious Men," 

15th century French translation of Boccaccio, scanned in black and white, converted to TIFF format; 

both source images manipulated using Aldus Adobe Photoshop CorelDraw 5, and digitally output on 

Calcomp 58444 Colour Electrostatic Plotter. 

THROAT 

Source images: body fragment (throat) from a video of the artist's body, 1995, digitized using Amiga 

2000, IFF format, transferred to PC, converted to TIFF format; detail of the "Crucifixion" from the S. 

Zeno Altarpiece by Andrea Mantegna, colour scanned, compressed and decompressed; "The Torture 

of Saint Agatha" by Sano Di Pietro, c. 1456-1476, scanned in black and white, converted to TIFF 

format; all source images manipulated using Aldus Adobe Photoshop and CorelDraw 5 and digitally 

output on Calcomp 58444 Colour Electrostatic Plotter. 
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