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Abstract
Beginning in 1990, French performing artist Orlan launched her de-

cade-long project of “Carnal Art,” in which she has undergone nine surgical
operations, with each being directed and videotaped, called “disfiguration and
refiguration of body.”  Orlan’s cosmetic surgery transplants onto her face the
goddesses’ and female’s features from Western canonical paintings: Europa’s
mouth, Mona Lisa’s forehead, Venus’s chin, Diana’s eyes and brows, and Psyche’s
nose.  Among this project, the seventh operation-performance “Omnipres-
ence” at Sandra Gering gallery, New York, was transmitted live by satellite to
Paris and Toronto.  In addition, aided with electronic apparatuses, she created
a series of computer-generated self-portraits as hybridization of woman,
monster, and cyborg in recourse to the Mayan beauties of Mexican culture.
She is one of the first French female artists who started to exploit the potential
of new digital media in contemporary art practices.  Presenting a series of
multimedia installation of mediated body in various international festivals,
she explores the issue of absent body, synthetic body parts, dematerialization,
and invisibility.

This paper will investigate how Orlan toys with the boundary of inte-
rior/exterior along the tropes of monster/(m)other/machine continuum, which
envisions the posthuman feminist subject through the vantage point of Donna
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Haraway’s cyborg feminism.  Moreover, this paper will utilize Artaud’s theat-
rical notion and Deleuze and Guattari’s theories of “Body without Organ” to
analyze how Orlan integrates body art, surgery technology and media tech-
nology to reach the cybernetic transgression which transforms her from a “molar
woman” to a “molecular woman”, making female body the site of “dematerial-
ization” and “re-materialization” of sex and gender.

Keywords: cyborg, Orlan, performance, Carnal Art, performativity, Body
Without Organ, posthuman, feminism, molecular woman, plas-
tic surgery, face
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In 1990 the French performance artist Saint Orlan (it is a name she gave
herself in 1971) launched her plastic surgery performance project, The Reincarna-
tion of Saint Orlan.  During this four-year project, she underwent nine surgical
operations, each of which she videotaped and “directed.”  In the Reincarnation
series, she claims to reconstruct her face by having the recognizable features of
models from Italian Renaissance and nineteenth-century French painting implanted
there: the Brow of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, the chin of Botticelli’s Venus, the nose
of Gerôme’s Psyche, the eyes of Diana, and the lips of Gustave Moreau’s Europa.
For each session of surgery she would only accept a local anesthetic; this was so
that she was conscious enough to direct the video and also read aloud from
philosophical, literary, and psychoanalytic texts which pertained in some way to
the theme of surgery.  Remaining conscious also allowed her to display a certain
detachment throughout performance in a way which, in the video’s textual record
of that event, serves to reinforce the implicitly ironic and parodic aspect of the
project.  Participants in the videoed performance wear costumes designed by fash-
ion designers Paco Rabamme, Franck Sorbier, Miyaké, and Lan Vu and in the
aftermath of each performance and, in a similar spirit, Orlan is seen making “rel-
ics” of “her body tissues, enclosing inside the reliquaries pieces of scalp with hair
attached, clumps of fat, and bloody bits of gauze, which she sells for as much as
10,000 francs (U.S.$ 1,400)” (Faber 85-86).  During the first four sessions of sur-
gery she has liposuction to reshape her neck, waist, hips, buttocks, and knees;1

but from the seventh to the ninth surgical intervention, her transformation in-
volves implants in the upper cheeks and the sides of the forehead, to give the
impression of budding horns.2

Orlan has stated that she considers the seventh surgery text, entitled Omni-
presence (1993), her most significant.  It was relayed live by satellite into the Sandra
Gering Gallery in New York, where a packed audience was filmed watching it,
and then some of them were interviewed about it for CNN television.  The whole
operation performance was transmitted live by satellite to art galleries in different

1 In 1990, Orlan gave four operation performances.  First operation performance: “Carnal Art,” 21
July, Paris; second operation performance: “The Unicorn Operation,” 25 July, Paris; third operation
performance: 11 September, Paris; fourth operation performance: “Successful Operation” with text of E.
Lemoine-Luccioni’s ‘La Robe,’ 8 December, Paris.  In 1991, Orlan gave her fifth operation performance,
“Operation Opera,” with a text by Michel Serres, 6 July, Paris.  See Kate Ince, Orlan: Millennial Female,
(Oxford and New York: Berg P, 2000) 154.

2 In 1993, Orlan’s sixth, seventh, eighth and ninth operations performances took place.  Sixth opera-
tion performance and multimedia exhibition: “Sacrifice,” with text by Antonin Artaud, February, Liège.
Belgium; seventh operation performance: “Omnipresence” at Sandra Gering Gallery, New York, 21
November; eighth operation performance, 8 December, New York; ninth operation performance, 14
December, New York.  See Ince 155.
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countries,3 and viewers could ask Orlan any questions during the operation.
Afterwards, a post-surgery gallery installation displayed forty computer-generated
images of Orlan in which she appeared as a composite of selected features from
those beauties of western canonical paintings, juxtaposed with photos of Orlan’s
bandaged, bruised, and scarred face that were taken over many days during her
recovery from the surgery (Faber 85).

During the mass-mediated surgical performance, the raw images of her flayed
face, blood and tissue were continually projected against a backdrop of images of
her pre-surgical face marked out with black lines like a carcass ready for butcher’s
cut; or against the photos of her in which her impeccably healed post-surgery face
gives her the air of a reincarnated “goddess.”  She asks the audience to interrogate
her images of different stages and to relate them to the notions of identities through
the intervention of technology.  When she lies down on the operation table, her
flayed, lifted face exposes the internal body stuff to medical invasion and
surveillance.  The spectacle of dissection mingles experiences of stasis and a form
of bodily mutilation associated with traumatic death through the human/
machine interface.

A Reminiscence of Anatomy Theater

The violent spectacle of Orlan’s operation performance, with its amalgam-
ation of science and art, is reminiscent of Anatomy Theater.  According to Amy
Strahler Holsapfel, the first anatomy theaters were temporarily built in the twelfth
century throughout Italy and Germany for the purpose of educational training
(Holzapfel 3).  As the number of anatomy theaters increased throughout the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, public dissections of cadavers were still exclu-
sively intended for medical scholars and students.  Not until 1594 was the first
permanent public anatomy theater built by Fabricius in Padua not only for medi-
cal students but also for upper class prominent figures.  Since then more and more
theaters were built in Keiden, London, Paris, Prague and other cities through
Europe.  The design of the original anatomical theaters was that of the  “theater in
the round,” or three-quarter round, with a steep amphitheatrically seating area so
that the farthest spectator in perspective relation to the stage (Holzapfel 3;
Zimmermann 40), on which the corpses were dramatically displayed on rotating

3 Seventh operation-performance, “Omnipresence,” at Sandra Gering gallery, New York, transmitted
live by satellite to center Georges Pompidou, Paris; Macluhan Center, Toronto; and Banff Multimedia
Centre, Canada, on November 21, 1993, with exhibition at Sandra Gering Gallery, November-Decem-
ber (Ince 155).
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wheeled tables (Heckscher 33-34).
The anatomy theaters from Renaissance to Enlightenment were commercial

enterprises which offered the pleasure of voyeurism to selected spectators who
paid a high price for the privilege.  The first anatomy theater in London was built
in 1636 by the celebrated designer Inigo Jones.  Its opening ceremony was at-
tended by aristocrats and celebrities who paid ninety-three pounds for the public
demonstration and dissection of cadavers along with a leisured dinner.  Live mu-
sic was played during the dissection to ease the spectators’ terror a little (Holzapfel
3-4).  According to William Heckscher, the anatomy show consisted of three
parts: the public execution, the public anatomy for which admission was charged,
and the feast followed by a parade with torches.  According to Heckscher, the
anatomy was usually enacted at night in the peak of winter so that “the cold
allowed it for five days before the decay in the body made it impossible to work”
(Heckscher 38).  Heckscher also points out that the bodies of women, especially
pregnant women, were more popular and profitable for the organizers of public
dissection than the more frequently dissected male bodies because they offered
anatomists the opportunity to lecture on the process of embryonic development.
These female subjects of public anatomy were often executed thieves, prostitutes,
criminals of infanticide, or unmarried pregnant women who died from syphilis or
in childbirth (38).  Turning to the early twentieth century, we may note that the
spectacle of the public autopsy was banned as a practice in nearly every European
country in the context of modernity.

Dismantling the Face: Is Beauty Skin-deep?

At the beginning of her surgical performance, Orlan reads a text from the
Lacanian psychoanalyst Eugénie Lemoine-Luccioni:

Skin is deceiving . . . here is a bad exchange in human relations because one never is
what one has. . . .  I have the skin of an angel, but I am a jackal . . . the skin of a black
person, but I am white, the skin of a woman, but I am a man; I never have the skin of
what I am.  There is no exception to the rule because I am never what I have. (qtd. in
O’Bryan 19).

Orlan’s reading conveys the theme of the performance and her intention to high-
light the tension between one’s natural body and his/her identity.  Despite the
utopian notion that identity is a matter of making choices, one’s identity can
hardly do away with his/her skin.  The skin is the mask, the appearance, the baby
suit one is born to wear.  The skin is the encasement of the body which projects
one’s self to the exterior while seeping and receiving stimulus, sensations, and
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codes into the interior.  The skin is the mask through which one sees oneself
through other people’s eyes.4

Watching Orlan’s operation performance is like watching a repulsive and tor-
turous wrestling between a woman warrior and her skin, a horrible yet irresistible
process of dismantling the face.  We cannot help gasping at and recoiling from the
images as the surgeon cuts the skin of her cheek along lines that have been drawn
on her flesh and then empties the content of the needle into her cheek, slices into
her lips, carves a wide opening of her chin, widens the wound with a pair of tweezers,
probes a suction tube into the fleshy hole of her chin and carves into the skin in
front of her left ear to lift away her face like a flap from the side of her head,
exposing the interior tissues and blood.  Momentarily, her face is torn into two—
the skin and the facial interior.  The close-ups of her flayed face, removable and
replaceable, create an interplay between the interior and exterior motif, showing
that the interior/depth exists as the externally exposed surface.  For a short while,
the punctured and porous skin seems to have reduced to a mere surface, one that
is more or less removable, more or less accessible.  It is difficult not to feel pro-
voked into asking a question resembling the following: What is it in a woman that
remains inaccessible—her profound depth (interiority), or her sexualized, erotic,
and perfected surface, that embodiment of pure form?  The answer may be both or
neither.  The close-ups of the dismantled, indiscernible face deny our voyeuristic
gaze in its wish to possess the image as the object of our desire or knowledge.
Peeping at the indecipherable and unknowable mass of interior body stuff, the
messy blood and tissue, we find no “pure form” of woman but are, instead, seized
by a vague feeling corresponding to something like the following apprehension:
from the blood and tissue an alien or a monster is struggling to reincarnate as a
woman.  However, in the meantime, we are quite aware that somewhere within
(or outside?) the mass of interior body stuff, there is a woman who, through her
intimate but painful interface with the machine, is consciously striving to break
free from the skin/encasement of her body, reclaiming her ownership rights to
(indeed, her copyright for) a face.  Running the risk of reifying and realigning her

4 In “The Ego and the Id,” Freud presents the ego as an interlocutor between the instinctual and
corporeal id drives and the requirements of external, socialized reality; it filters in both directions.  The ego
as a filter is not exclusively a psychic one.  Freud establishes that it is informed by the surface of the body,
the skin of the body, which is also a sensory filter between the internal and external worlds.  More than
that, the shape of the ego is formed by the imagined shape of the body as it is perceived according to
sensory information.  Freud writes: “The ego is first and foremost a bodily ego: it is not merely a surface
entity, but is itself the projection of a surface.  If we wish to find an anatomical analogy for it we can best
identify it with the ‘cortical homunculus’ of the anatomists, which stands on its head in the cortex, sticks
up its heels, faces backwards and as we know, has its speech-area on the left hand side.”  See Sigmund
Freud, “The Ego and the Id” (1923) in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1953-54) 19:25.
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face with male gaze, this daring and ambitious woman warrior continuously car-
ries out her mission impossible to make her own face the composite of the alluring,
mysterious, and ever-lasting iconic beauties of western art history.

Skin troubles.  Face matters.  The ripping-off of Orlan’s facial skin turns her
face into a replaceable mask, which recalls Luce Irigaray’s statement, “Becoming a
woman is a masquerade”; a conformation with male desire and patriarchal
normality.  In woman’s masquerade, the skin is woman’s intimate exterior and
alienated interior: it composes and fabricates the encasement through which a
woman and her body are deciphered, decoded and recoded; it is something in and
of her own body as well as the screen through which she sees herself as mediated
by the way others see her.  In Lacanian terms, the skin is the extimacy of woman
which turns her into objet a, the cause of incessant male desire and the void re-
flecting his lack.5  Woman does not possess her skin or face but is possessed by
them. In response to the Lacanian question, “Woman, what do you want,” she
might reply, “I want my face.”

If becoming a woman is a masquerade, what is behind the mask?  The close-
ups of the dismantling of Orlan’s face keep all the referents to her identity out of
the frame of the camera lens, returning her body to the pure state of flesh and
holes, which is reminiscent of the “horror story” told by Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, who analogue their “facialization machine” to a “white wall/black hole”
system (Deleuze and Guattari 1993 [1987]: 170) and make the point that human
face itself is “subjacent to the signifiers and subject” (180) instead of a site of the
production of signifiers.  The human face is the condition of possibility of
signification, a kind of blank screen on which human figurations may be inscribed
through the coding, decoding, and recoding of the abstract machine of facialization.
The facialization machine sets in motion the sociocultural and political powers
that operate “humanity” upon the human face. But this “humanity” is not universal.
For instance, what inherent is in “white face” may be sexism, racism, and
Eurocentrism.  Deleuze and Guattari note, “The face is not a universal.  It is not
even that of the white man; it is White Man himself . . . . The face is Christ.  The

5 The Lacanian extimacy involves the objet a which marks “not all” of the signifying process.  The objet
a could also be considered the cause of desire which triggers the signifying process of identification.  As
Serge André notes, the body as objet a or extimate object mediates between the subject and the Other:
“On the one hand as a web of signifiers, and on the other as unsymbolizable real being, remaining out of
reach of the nameable” (95).  André’s extended interpretation of the Other, as objet a, woman’s body, and
“not all,” helps explain how extimacy turns woman’s body to objet a, the cause of desire and the void of the
Other: “If a woman can incarnate the body that the subject tries in vain to unite with, it is because
woman, or the body of woman, has the value of the metaphor of the Other to which there is no signifiable
relation: like the Other, the woman is discompleted, not all subjected to the signifying law” (97).  See
Serge André, “Otherness of the Body,” in Lacanian Theory of Discourse: Subject, Structure, and Society, ed.
Mark Bracher et al. (New York UP, 1994) 88-103.
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face is the typical European . . .” (176).  “Racism operates by the determination of
degrees of deviance in relation to the White-Man face” while “the faces of racial
divergence-types—White Man, yellow man, and black man”—will be “inscribed
on the wall, distributed by the hole” (178).

Furthermore, the new technologies of cosmetic surgery increase the power
of the facialization machine, reinforcing the “inhumanity” of faciality by turning
the human face into a detachable, graftable, and replaceable mask—a prosthesis.
This process converts the human face to the morphologically shifting site where
referents to identity can be eliminated, ripped-off, re-inscribed, amalgamated, or
hybridized.  The lengthy, risky, and tenuous process of Orlan’s cosmetic surgery
visualizes the making process of the facialization machine via technological
intervention.  As Deleuze and Guattari have it, “the mask assures the erection, the
construction of the face, the facialization of the head and the body; the mask is
now the face itself, the abstraction or operation of the face.  The inhumanity of
the face” (181).

Feminist critics’ responses to “the inhumanity” of Orlan’s face vary.  Camilla
Griggers, who expounds on Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of a facialization
machine, comments that Orlan’s flayed face goes beyond the binary units of
faciality—beauty and monster—to the degree that it enters the realm of nonhu-
man representation:

Orlan broke away entirely from semiotic overcodings of feminine beauty, whether
artistic or popular, entering a realm of signs beyond biunivocalization of the beautiful
and the ugly, perhaps even beyond the register of human.  In her latest “perfor-
mance,” a surgeon lifts the skin of her face from her forehead to her chin off its under-
lying tissue.  On video projection, one strains to see what lies beneath this face of
Orlan, beneath the fragile layer of skin.  What one finds there is nothing more and
nothing less than blood and tissue.  Orlan’s face, lifted from the skull, bleeds the abjection
of the organic. (Griggers 30)

Kate Ince remarks, Orlan’s face is perhaps the first white woman’s face to ignite a
large number of art-historical, philosophical, sociological, and medical discourses
on the “human” face in the 1990s.  Orlan’s controversial face provokes a rethink-
ing of postmodern feminist humanity.  With technological intervention, her face
becomes “the morphologically shifting site of conflicting meanings” that invite all
the gazes and discourses “reserved for monsters” and hence her face is one of the
postmodern “feminist figures of humanity” Donna Haraway calls for to succeed
the humanity of modernity (Ince 82).  It is a face that “resists representation,
resists literal figuration, and still erupts in powerful new tropes,” breaking away
from fixed form and fixed meaning for a future replete with what Haraway calls
“the Promise of monsters” (Haraway 295; Ince 82)
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C. Jill O’Bryan, with an emphasis on the video close-ups of Orlan’s dis-
mantled face, comments that Orlan obliterates rather than reveals her identity.
However, her momentary “nonidentity” allows her to break away from the binary
unit of facialization machine, anticipating the phase of “asignifying and asubjective”
as stated by Deleuze and Guattari: “Yes, the face has a great future, but only if it is
destroyed, dismantled.  On the road to the asignifying and asubjective” (Deleuze
and Guattari 171).

Body without Organs: The Posthuman Feminist Subject

The face is Christ’s face.  The face is White Man himself.  If God creates
humans according to his own image, the white man is the apex of the image
created by God, and woman is the deviant at the farthest end of the divergent
types.  Orlan’s omnipresence performance is a parodic enactment of the Genesis.
Orlan cites Antonin Artaud as an early influence in relation to obsolete bodies,
“The body is obsolete.  I fight against God and DNA” (Armstrong, “Posthuman”
xiv).  Orlan’s manifesto derives from Artaud’s 1947 radio play To Have with the
Judgment of God (Clarke 194).  In his writing, Artaud attempts to transcend the
bodily limits of corporeality, desiring a body unhindered by the functions of the
organism.  Artaud goes on to conjure with the possibility of a “body without
organs” in his contest with the concept of God, order, and the body organism:

When you have made him a body without organs, then you will have delivered him
from all his automatic reactions and restored him to his freedom. (Artaud 570)

Artaud’s philosophical and aesthetic manifestation of a “body without or-
gans” was later reconfigured by Deleuze and Guattari in their seminal text on
BwO (Body without Organs [1987]) as part of their thinking about the relation
between body, desire, and power (Deleuze and Guattari 158-59).  Also strongly
influenced by Artaud, Orlan claims to free her body from its original form and
matter as predetermined by the organism (DNA).  Appropriating the tropes of
Christ’s Passion and Crucifixion, she places herself like a martyr on the autopsy
table, taking part in the operation and creation of her own body, in particular her
face.  In her Reincarnation performance, crosses feature prominently in many of
Orlan’s photographs.  In her first operation performance, Lips of Europa, in 1990,
photographs of Orlan, prior to and during the operation, show her holding both
upright and inverted black and white crosses, with a mixture of sacred and blas-
phemous characteristics.  In Orlan, Successful Operation No. 1: Death Head, 1991,
her head and torso are overlaid with the shape of a lengthwise white cross and on
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either side are mirror images of skulls.  Appropriating the image of Golgotha
(“place of skull”), where Christ was executed, she intends to configure and distort
the images of transformation, death, and resurrection.  In her fifth operation, she
also manipulates the white cross and black cross as she lies on the operation table,
holding the crosses in both hands, and opening her legs across a giant bowl of
fruits in the pose of delivery (Clarke 201).  On the other hand, in recourse to the
goddesses of art history, she transplants their features onto her given body, super-
imposing her fantasized bodies onto her material body to form a multivalent
incarnation, which can only be made possible by technology.  In what amounts to
a pursuit beyond the mere attainment of the freedom of art, her performance is
actually imbued with the intensity of transcending the constraints of physicality.
Archiving the images of goddesses within her biological body, she realizes the
abandonment of the conceptual body of a woman whose image is presupposed by
man whose image is presupposed by God.

Despite her intention of fighting against God and DNA, Orlan runs the risk
of being criticized as excavating fragments from icons of art history that are mostly
representations of male artists’ fantasies.  Nevertheless, the controversies highlight
the tension between her artistic intention, the sociological construction of the
transplanted images of beauty, and her material body in mutation via technologi-
cal intervention.  As a female artist who looks into the archives of western art
history for the sources of her artistic creation, she could hardly find any icon of
beauty that does away with male fantasies unless she turns to the indiscernible,
indefinable zone of “monster,” animal, and “other” culture.  Maybe that’s why she
later turns to borrow the images of monster, animal, and “other” culture (i.e.,
Mayan) for the computer-generated images of her later Disfiguration and
Refiguration: Self-hybridization series.  Her performance exposes the predicament
inherent in the representation of the female body: there is always a tension be-
tween the “imperfection” of the body in itself and the idealized body in
representation; there is always the dichotomy between woman’s idealized body as
imagined by the male artist and the natural woman’s body as interpreted by the
male gaze as “imperfect.”  Nevertheless, she calls into question this dichotomy by
paradoxically co-presenting the “imperfect” process in pursuit of “perfection”; by
exposing the “making” process and the constructedness of the idealized body.
During her surgical performance, superimposing the tropes of Christ’s Passion
and Crucifixion onto her dismantled face, she displayed her monstrous face of a
deviant farther than woman in the divergent types from the “perfect” image of
Christ.  She made her malleable face omnipresent through “telepresence” by digi-
talizing it, broadcasting it live across the world, and videotaping it for future
exhibitions, installations, demonstrations, and archiving.
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In the prolonged process of penetration, transplantation, grafting and
metamorphosis, her body and face in progress (not completed yet) become a sculp-
tural medium that discloses multiple forms with alterable identities or nonidentity,
beyond the male/female binary.  The telepresent malleable face has been trans-
formed into the indiscernible zone of liberated intensities, in which all forms are
undone and redone as are all signifiers, signified, and significations.  It is the face
always in the process of forming and becoming, the deterritorialized flux, the
zone of liberated intensities, reminiscent of what Deleuze and Guattari call
“Body without organs”: the egg-like surface of random desires that resist
organization, representations, significations, and subjectification.  Deleuze and
Guattari writes,

The body without organs is an egg: it is criss-crossed with axes and thresholds, with
latitudes and longitudes and geosite lines, traversed by gradients marking the transi-
tions and the becoming, the destinations of the subject developing along these particu-
lar vectors.  Nothing here is representatives; rather it is all life and lived experience
(Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus 19).

They further propose disarticulation (or n articulation), experimentation (no
signifier), and nomadism (desubjectification) as the “recipe” of becoming Body
without Organs.  They illustrate the term of BwO as follows:

To the strata as a whole, the BwO (Body without Organs) opposes disarticulation (or
n articulation) as property of the plane of consistency, experimentation as the opera-
tion on that plane (no signifier, never interpret!), and nomadism as the movement
(keep moving, even in place, never stop moving, motionless voyage, desubjectification)
(Deleuze and Guattari, Plateaus 159).

Woman-Woman Transsexualism: Through a Homospectatorial Look

In a conference, Orlan claims her Omnipresence performance as “woman-
woman transsexualism”:

I say that I am doing awoman-woman transsexualism by alluding to transsexuals: a
man who feels himself to be a woman wants others to see: woman.  We could summa-
rize by saying that it is a problem of communication (Orlan, “Conference” 88).

Orlan’s self-designation of transsexual was interpreted by feminist critics as the
resistance to the binary of man/woman or homosexual/heterosexual.  Expounding
on Lacan’s account of female sexuality which codes woman’s body in terms of the
Phallus, Parveen Adams, in her reading of Orlan’s “transsexual,” argues that “fre-
quently the urge of transfiguration involves a wish not to become a woman, but to
become The Woman” (Adams 144).  Adams suggests that, since occupying the
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position of The Woman means becoming Phallus, the male-to-female transsexual
desire or vice versa through surgery targets a fantasized phallic state of totalization;
an impossible, sexually undifferentiated completeness.  Adams writes, “it can be
thought of as turning the knife against castration” (144).  In this respect, Orlan’s
self-designated woman-woman transsexual has been superimposed with the fanta-
sized phallic state “becoming Phallus” and also the resistance against castration in-
herent in male-female transsexual desire, enacting the wish to be The Woman/The
Phallus as part of a “psychotic strain in denial of sexual difference” (144).  Adam’s
Lacanian reading of Orlan’s “transsexual” is problematic and phallogocentric,
pathologizing as it does the transsexual and denying the latter’s feminist potential.

Kate Ince perceives Orlan’s “transsexual” through what we can call a “homo-
spectatorial” approach.  She employs Judith Butler’s theorization of a gendered
ego through the mechanism of melancholia.  Butler quotes Sigmund Freud to
emphasize the way in which the ego gains its very nature from loving and losing:
“the character of the ego is a precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes and . . . it
contains the history of those object-choices” (58).  Butler proceeds to explore
(homosexual) gender formation by referring to the internalizing strategy of
melancholia.  Insofar as the taboo against homosexuality that precedes the incest
taboo, among other functions, initiates the loss of a love object for the (homosexual)
ego, the ego recovers from this loss by internalizing the lost object of desire.  Through
the mechanism of melancholia, the other becomes part of the ego through the
permanent internalization of the other’s attributes (58-68).   Ince expounds on
Butler’s theory to view Orlan’s self-designated “woman-woman trans-sexualism”
as (homosexual) female gender formation doing way with the male/female binary
as well as the male-centered Oedipal relation.  In her reading, Orlan loves and
admires the appropriated female icons of art history as well as the attributes they
represent, namely “androgyny, carnal beauty, temerity and aggressivity, fragility,
and vulnerability”; furthermore, she introjects and internalizes these female icons
by figuratively transplanting their features into her own body (Ince 125).  For
Orlan, Ince argues, these female icons were (homosexual) love-objects that she has
always already lost.  Inscribing a feature of each icon into her flesh during “Rein-
carnation” manifests her desire to introject the love-objects into her material body
and to internalize their attributes into her ego.

From Molar Woman to Molecular Woman

Given the malleable form of her face and body in incessant mutation (goddess,
woman, monster, and cyborg), a more radical way of seeing Orlan’s performance
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will provide a vantage point for postmodern and posthuman feminism.  In this
respect, her performance could be regarded as one in which she is, in Deleuze and
Guattari’s terms, becoming-molecular-woman.  For these theorists, to become a
molecular woman is to become a “body without organs” whose desires are mobile,
unregulated, and capable of multiple forms of satisfaction not least as a result of
being open to experiment.  The condition of becoming that takes one from molar
woman to molecular woman involves taking a flight beyond the “dualism ma-
chines” which render “bipolar” the categories of man and woman and also those
of human and animal.  In distinguishing molecular woman from molar woman,
Deleuze and Guattari contrast the micropolitics of molecular structure with the
identity politics of molar structure: the former takes nonidentity as difference that
is in itself unrelated to the binarism (the “dualism machines”) of identity/difference;
while the latter defines difference by presupposing a prior identity, namely, one in
which man is the presupposition of woman.  Deleuze and Guattari propose that
woman break away from the dualism machines to liberate herself:

What we term a molar entity is, for example, the woman as defined by her form, en-
dowed with organs and functions and assigned as a subject.  Becoming woman is not
imitating this [molar] entity or even transforming oneself into it. . . .  [On] the contrary,
the woman as molar entity has to become woman in order that the man also becomes
or can become woman.  It is, of course, indispensible for women to conduct a molar
politics with a view to winning back their own organization, their own history, their
own subjectivity: “we as women . . . makes its appearance as a subject of enunciation.”
But it is dangerous to confine oneself to such a subject, which does not function with-
out drying up a spring or stopping a flow. (Deleuze and Guattari, Plateaus 275-76)

How to become molecular woman?  It is “not imitating or assuming the
female form, but emitting particles that enter the relation of movement and rest,
or the zone of proximity, of a microfemininity” (275).  Through a strategy of
“proximity” and “indiscernibility” woman unsettles the order of things, unfixes
herself from the presupposition of man as her prior identity, deterritorializes her
desires, and even rescues monstrosity and bestiality from their longstanding resi-
dence in taboo.  To become molecular woman is to take a flight beyond and
between the dualism machines, “to be between, to pass between, the inter-
mezzo”; to “produce n molecular sexes” with the dynamics, malleability, and prox-
imity of female desires and capacities and to “slip in everywhere, between orders,
acts, sexes” (277).

Cybernetic Transgression: Mother, Monster, Machine

The omnipresence and “telepresence” of Orlan’s body rendered by digital
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media compel us to investigate the relation between material body and virtual
body, the materialization and dematerialization of the body in terms of gender
formation, and the cybernetic transgression of posthuman feminism.

Orlan toys with the boundary of interior/exterior along the tropes of mon-
ster/(m)other/machine continuum,  performing two types of cyborg: one type is
the coupling between a human being and an electronic or mechanical apparatus
to create a synthetic body; the other type is encoding the information about the
human body into a cybernetic system to create a cybernetic body.  The former
allows us to explore the synthetic body parts of woman, monster, and machine
from the vantage point adopted by Donna Haraway’s cyborg feminism in its in-
vestigation of how the hybrid identities and prosthesis of the imaginary female
body transcend the limits of corporeality via external deterritorialization; the lat-
ter allows us to explore the virtualization and dematerialization of body from the
view of Deleuze and Guattari’s molecular woman to investigate how the imma-
nent difference, internal split, and multiplicity within woman can inaugurate the
epistemological transformation of woman through a dematerialization and
rematerialization of gender and sex.

One series of Orlan’s art works demonstrate her engagement with the first
type of cyborg, the coupling between a human being and an electronic or mechan-
ical apparatus, in envisioning hybrid identities and prosthesis.  Her self-portrait as
The Bride of Frankenstein in 1990 marked the start of her performing the synthetic
body of a cyborg through her coupling with an electronic or mechanical apparatus.
In her Reincarnation project, the morphed images of her surgical face have already
drawn heavily on the idea of virtual identity.  One of her works at the Carrillo Gil
Museum in Mexico in 1999 was an interactive media installation of a talking clone
of herself.  That this clone was inspired in part by ancient Mexican aesthetics was
evident from the Aztec riddles that Orlan had had inscribed onto her body, which
was in fact the technologically hybrid body comprising both the ancient and the
postmodern.  Her Mexican Clone incorporates the ancient riddles onto the pris-
matic virtual identities via the interface between human and machine (Ince 95).
One of the boldest works to have come out of this investigation of the relations
between female corporeality and digital technology is “Woman with Head,” an
installation which Orlan created for the 1996 ICA festival “Totally Wired.”  In
this performance, she collaborated with the magician Paul Kieve and the video
artist Robin Rambau in order to make use of the technology of illusion.  The
audience was confronted with the sight of her disembodied head placed like a
prosthetic on a table with Orlan herself reading from a text in a way that would
recall operation performance of Reincarnation for anyone familiar with that
work.  Meanwhile, video images of other previous works were projected onto the
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white screen at the back of the performance area.  Her performance of Woman
with Head “disembodies” the woman’s head as prosthesis, virtualizing her body
part in a way that makes it seem removable, malleable, and intangible (87).  In her
Self-hybridization series, an exhibition of plates from the Mexican-based work, she
has composed eleven computer-generated images of her head “hybridized” with
the head-sculptures, bone-sculptures, decorative prostheses, and make-up of Mayan
beauties.  In a Picasso-like distortion, the enlarged forehead and the extended skull
that add several inches to the height of her head correspond with the beauty stan-
dard of Mayan culture in which a tall built-up cranium was considered a sign of
beauty.  The series of her computer-generated self-portraits present her as a com-
posite of woman, monster and cyborg (87).  These performances, which are en-
hanced by electronic apparatuses, present the woman’s body, especially the head,
as prosthesis, clone, transplant, or monster, blurring the boundary between
human/non-human and beauty/monster.  The electronic imaging of “anomalous
body” not only provokes a feminist thinking about the cyborg as a privileged
figure of innumerable identities and multiple social forms, but also effects an alter-
native way of envisioning a woman’s body through the interconnection of mother,
monster, and machine.  In patriarchal apparatuses, the representation of woman
has been imbued with an “otherness” of monster and mother: the alien within the
mother and the mother as the alien in the patriarchal matrix.

Thinking of woman’s body as cyborg gives rise to posthuman feminist strat-
egies to reconfigure the alien within woman, and also to interrogate her existence
as an alien in the patriarchal society.  Rosi Braidotti draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s
notion of nomadic subject and Donna Haraway’s theory of cyborg to call for a
feminist thinking of “the new interconnection of mothers, monsters and machines”
that strategically does away with “any essentialized definition of womanhood”
and interrogates woman’s status as the constituent other for man (Braidotti 94).
The cyborg in Haraway’s use of the term is privileged because it figures multiple
and hybrid identities.  Its disrespect toward the boundary between fact and fiction
conjures prospects of as yet unimagined bodily identities and social formations.
Haraway writes,

The Cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with bisexuality, pre-
Oedipal symbiosis, unalineated labor; or other seductions to organic wholeness through
a final appropriation of all the powers of the parts into a higher unity.” (Haraway 150)

The cyborg strikes a new image of anomalous body as a feminist strategy, which
not only intensifies woman’s desire by rescuing the monstrosity and bestiality from
the (m)other confined within the male imaginary, but also transposes her capaci-
ties onto the external machine, to slip outside and within the dualism machines.
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Haraway’s concept of the cyborg emerges from her resistance to the increasing
levels of technological interventions that have arisen—especially in the domain of
reproduction—as part of the legacy of patriarchy and colonialism, interventions
which harness control and materialize the (m)other’s body in a way that extends
the unequal division of labor existing between male and female and between “first”
world and “third” worlds.

Orlan’s coupling, in her cyborg performance, of human being and electronic
apparatuses compels us to exhume the subversive notion of woman’s “otherness”
in social-political dimensions proposing an external deterritorialization of female
desire since the cyborg traverses the limit of corporeality.  On the other hand,
another series of her cyborg performance exploring dematerialization and the vir-
tual body seem to reconfigure the “otherness within woman” from the perspective
of an epistemology that anticipates “the internal split and multiplicity” in the
becoming process of molecular woman.

As one of the first French female artists to exploit the potential of new digital
media in contemporary art practices, Orlan co-founded an on-line art review
magazine, Art-Accès, to promote and broadcast new media-related work.  She also
performed in the major French exhibition of the mid-1980s to explore immateri-
ality, Jean-Francois Lyotard’s “Les Immatériaux” at the Centre George Pompidou,
in 1985, and also at “Les transinteractifs,” in MacLuhan Science Center, Toronto,
in 1989.  The dominant themes in these events were the absent body, synthetic
body parts, dematerialization, and invisibility (Ince 92) Orlan’s performance of a
cybernetic body juxtaposes corporeality with the digitized body via satellite
broadcasting, videotaping and the computer program, which suggests a culture
where body status is at times defined by electronic imaging.  We may well be put
in mind of the contemporary preoccupation with DNA code and with need for
the face, retina, or fingerprints to be scanned in electronic transactions as part of
the authentication of identity.  All these phenomena posit the human body as the
locus or source of digital information to be enhanced, altered, and manipulated.
Development in medical and perception technologies such as television, video
and the Internet have elevated the status of the scopic and contributed to the
construction and perception of new body images.  An interface between body and
computer destabilizes the dualism of organism and machine by providing a chan-
nel through which information can travel between them.  Digitally encoded in-
formation traverses the conventional bodily limits of the skin, and the “body” can
be extended wherever the information can be retrieved.  The Visible Human Project
provides some of the most acute evidence of this potential.

The Visible Human Project was inaugurated in 1993, when researchers digi-
tally encoded the interior and exterior of the body of Joseph Paul Jernigan, a
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thirty-nine-year-old Texan man who had been on death row since 1981 and who
had donated his body to medicine.  After his execution, his body was frozen in
gelatine and sliced into 1,870 sections, each of which was photographed to create
a 3-D image.  His cybernetic body was placed on the Internet in 1994, where it
has provided medical scientists with minute biological knowledge at the touch of
a button and where it has also served as a manipulable virtual mannequin for
remote (tele-)surgery.  In 1995, the researchers found Jernigan a female counterpart,
a fifty-nine-year-old housewife from Maryland, whose body was scanned to pro-
vide further digital anatomical data.  Lisa Cartwright describes this “visible couple”
as follows:

The Visible Man consists of 24-bit digitized computed tomography, magnetic resonance,
and photographic images of over 1,80 one-milimeter cross-sectional slices of a male
corpse, and the Visible Woman is composed of 5,000 images of 0.3-milimeter slices of
female corpse. (Cartwright 31)

Cartwright further suggests that this couple is illustrated as “digital Adam and
Eve,” in a way that serves a familiarizing normative function in male/female binary.

Rather than creating the sort of “digital Adam and Eve” that conforms to
normality, Orlan is the manipulator of electronic imaging that experiments with
the anomalous body of woman and in a way that involves the issues of absent
body, virtual body, and dematerialization through the tropes of mother/monster/
machine continuum.  At numerous video festivals of the 1980s she presented
installations featuring a mediated body such as a series of artworks with the black-
and-white image of the virgin with a single breast connected to electronic signals.
She exhibited a special interests in inserting Catholic iconography into the com-
puter age: in her exhibits at Toulouse in 1986, she installed multi-screen mise-
en-scène juxtaposing videos collectively entitled “Saint Orlan and the Elders” with
the “Mise-en-scène for a grand Fiat”; in 1989, her exhibits included “The
Madonna on the Minitel” at the Palais de Tokyo, and “Femmes catholiques” at
the International Video Festival Simone de Beauvoir, Paris (Ince 94).

These video works display cybernetic bodies and virtual identities in such a
way that information about the body is encoded in a cybernetic system.  In these
works, she superimposes onto her own body Catholic icons such as the Virgin
Marry and female saints but deconstructs those images with “blasphemous” nu-
dity or fragmented body parts: face, head, breast, and torso.  In so doing, she puts
into question the idealized image of woman as she appears within the dominant
representational apparatuses: implying the parody of Virgin Mary (who gave
birth to Christ), she exposes the incongruous corporeality of virgin and mother in
the male narcissist’s projections that the “virgin mother” serves a reproduction
function, yet is deprived of female desire and sexuality.  Orlan’s art works depart
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from the conventional images of the Virgin Mary and other female saints but
reimagine woman as a “body without organs.”  Through media technology, her
own fragmented body parts and those of the Virgin Mary and other female saints
are encoded in a cybernetic system and decoded onto the prismatic, mosaic multi-
screen as erotic and blasphemous composites, traversed by numerous particles
emitting female desire, which makes graphic the becoming process of molecular
woman.

Orlan’s performance recuperates the “otherness” from within woman with a
promise of posthuman feminism.  The otherness, the immanent difference within
woman, can be explored with the alliance of Lacanian extimacy and Deleuzian
“becoming” as both feature woman’s real as void.  The extimacy is embedded
in objet a, which suspends between the subject and the object, causing the split
of the subject between itself and the object as its otherness.  The extimacy is the
void in the core of objet a as woman’s real, the alien within woman that could
hinder the process of her subjectification.  The otherness/extimacy also resides in
the inorganic, indiscernible, undecidable zone between human, animal, and
monster, causing the internal split that gives rise to multiplicity.  The process in
which multiplicity emerges is reminiscent of monogenesis, at which point hetero-
geneous elements are gathered by the internal split of the genus, and the multi-
plicity is created by the variation and dimensions immanent to it.  As Deleuze and
Guattari have it:

A multiplicity is defined not by its elements, nor by a center of unification or
comprehension. . . .  Since its variations and dimensions are immanent to it, it amounts
to the same thing to say that each multiplicity is already composed of heterogeneous
terms in symbiosis, and that a multiplicity is continually transforming itself into a
string of other multiplicity. (Deleuze and Guattari, Plateaus 249)

By relating “otherness” to the Deleuzian concept of variations and dimensions of
multiplicity, we can recuperate the “otherness” which is residual of and integral to
woman’s subject formation, rescuing the bestiality and monstrosity from their
taboo residence, while associating “otherness” with proximity, contagion, sym-
biosis and metamorphosis in invoking the subversive female power and the
dynamics of female desire.

In the case of the relation between woman’s self and body, as has been men-
tioned previously, otherness/extimacy causes the split of the subject between itself
and the object as its otherness, opening up the possibilities of a disembodying and
externalizing self, which is relevant to decoding the posthuman experience of
alienation and decentering.  The split of the subject generates the gap between self
and body, making possible the virtualization of the body, a process in which
woman’s real infiltrates the symbolic and imaginary realm of body form and
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matter.  However, virtualization of the body is also a process of metamorphosis
inscribed with two-fold violence: it co-presents the coercive force in materializing
woman and the deconstructive force of dematerializing her.  As Judith Butler
demonstrates, the materialization of body is a process “whereby regulatory norms
materialize ‘sex’ and achieve this materialization through a forcible reiteration
of those norms.” (1993: 2).  The performativity of “sex” is a paradoxical process in
which the iterative and citational practices of the regulatory norms aim to “consti-
tute the materiality of the body, and, more specifically, to materialize the body’s
sex and sexual difference in the service of the consolidation of the heterosexual
imperative” (2).  Nevertheless, the materialization is never complete, and its in-
stabilities open up the possibilities of dematerialization, in which the matter of
body “will be dissociable from the regulatory norms that govern the materializa-
tion and significations of the material effects” (2).  From the perspective of
posthuman feminism, Orlan’s performances of a virtualized body bring into play
the motifs of disembodying self and externalizing self, initiating a process doubly
inscribed with violence and desire as intensified by the machine.  The connection
of her body to the cybernetic system magnifies an internal split and multiplies the
variations and dimensions, thereby operating the becoming process of molecular
woman.

Commenting upon the liberating intensities of dematerialization, Slavoj
Žižek points out that the Deleuzian notion of a disembodying or externalizing
self in the becoming process is inspiring, and he suggests that one should “focus
on the liberating dimension of this externalization: the more our capacities are
transposed onto external machine, the more we emerge as ‘pure’ subjects, since
this emptying equals the rise of substanceless subjectivity” (Žižek 16).  The
“pure” subject of “molecular woman,” in Deleuze’s and Žižek’s term, transcend
the historical context of “molar” woman which is defined by the functions of
her organ or the form presupposing man as her prior identity.  Her deforma-
tion and dematerialization ensue from her self-effacement and transposition of
her capacities onto the external machine, in her flight to the phase of “asignifying
and asubjective” (Deleuze and Guattari, Plateaus 170) that anticipates her remate-
rialization, a process in which her body is reconfigured as are the signified,
signifiers, and significations.

Orlan’s cybernetic transgression and the discourse generated by her perfor-
mance inaugurate a paradoxical process from dematerialization to rematerialization.
Embedded in Deleuzian schizophrenic experience, her dematerialized body and
virtual body are what Halberstam and Livingston call “posthuman bodies” that
“emerge at nodes where bodies, bodies of discourse, and discourses of bodies in-
tersect to foreclose any easy distinction between actor and stage, between sender/
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receiver, channel, code, message, context” (Halberstam and Livingston 3). Inter-
acting with the mother/monster/machine continuum, Orlan’s performativity of
cybernetic transgression creates a realm of symbiosis between woman, machine,
and other, not only to escape the segmentarity of molar organizations, but also to
seduce the “otherness within” women, causing their internal split and multiplicity
through proximity and contagion.  The transformation is not only synchronic,
generating the proximity of “species” and “non-species,” but also diachronic, con-
necting “now” and “then.”  The rematerialization of the posthuman bodies is a
becoming process endowed with a form of transcendence that Žižek glosses thus:
“becoming means transcending the context of historical conditions out of which
a phenomenon emerges” (14).  Hence becoming molecular woman means tran-
scending historical conditions by actualizing into the present woman’s potential
past and woman’s virtual potential as “real” and “not all” (in the Lacanian sense),
neither of which have been actualized in imaginary and symbolic realms.  The
rematerialization of the posthuman bodies of (molecular) woman emerges in the
intersection between reality and virtuality, pleasure and power, the past and the
present, producing n molecular sexes and n articulations; slip in everywhere, be-
tween orders, acts, sexes, and races.  Orlan’s Carnal Art, though problematic and
controversial, exemplifies the practices of cybernetic transgression which has been
doubly inscribed with intense violence and female desire, and paradoxically pro-
vokes our nuanced thinking of the dematerialization and rematerialization of
(molecular) woman.
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