The performing of gender in the performance art of Orlan

Art functions as a mirror that is held up to the world, reflecting all we see within it. Women’s performance art goes further then this and points out the patriarchal structure of Western society and within that, the construction of gender and femininity. The process of performance in front of an audience is tied into the performances that each of us engage in every day in order to become gendered and therefore legible. This paper will focus on how the performance of gender and femininity is tied into the feminist performance art of Orlan. There are some limitations within this paper and within the discourse of performance art that frame it within a specific cultural lens. The feminism that I will be referring to is mainly the feminism constructed by white Western middle class women and the discourse around performance art is written by Western women employing the use of this specific kind of feminism. It is important to take into account the privilege that an individual must have to be able to pursue art as a full time career and to be able to alter the body in numerous ways without serious repercussions of harm or harassment from outside forces. Keeping these limitations in mind, we can gain a better understanding of how performance art functions to create resistance, opposition to, and expose the constructed nature of our bodies within Western society.

In order to gain a thorough understanding of the performance of gender within performance art, a base of knowledge surrounding the performance and cultural construction of gender needs to be set down first. The structure of a society shapes the individuals it produces. In regards to juridical structures, Foucault says that “the subjects regulated by such structures are, by virtue of being subjected to them, formed, defined, and reproduced in accordance with the requirements of those structures”(Gender Trouble 2). It is these juridical structures that create individuals who are constantly being policed by others and then turning that all-seeing eye onto themselves. In her book Gender Trouble Judith Butler talks about the cultural construction of both sex and gender. Butler is pushing for a pull away from thinking that sex is biological/natural and gender is cultural: 

Gender ought not to be conceived merely as the cultural inscription of meaning on a pregiven sex (a juridical conception); gender must also designate the very apparatus of production whereby the sexes themselves are established. As a result, gender is not to culture as sex it to nature; gender is also the discursive/cultural means by which “sexed nature” or “a natural sex” is produced and established as “prediscursive,” prior to culture, a politically neutral surface on which culture acts (Gender Trouble 7).  
It is culture, not biology, that becomes destiny. Butler is bringing into question the notion of a ‘natural sex’ by claiming that sex is shaped by our constructions of gender. It is this understanding of the construction of sex and the performative nature of gender that opens up the dialogue set up by women performance artists. Butler says that identity does not come before gender identity because “person’s only become intelligible though becoming gendered in conformity with recognizable standards of gender intelligibility” (Gender Trouble 16). It is the body that is resisting this intelligibility that we come into contact with in performance art, especially in the art of Orlan, because it is at the point of unintelligibility, the body that we cannot come to recognize as gendered, where dialogue begins. The gendered body is a construction that is created through the play of presence and absence on the body’s surface. The body becomes a space that gender is inscribed onto and when the body become intelligible through a specific kind of inscription, it closes the door to the legibility of other inscriptions onto the body. It is through the constant performance of gender that we reinscribe and take up gender categories and continue to propagate this cycle of gender performance.  Butler says that “the various acts of gender create the idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all” (Gender Trouble 140). The notion of the ‘real’ or the ‘true’ masculinity and femininity is part of a strategy that serves to conceal gender’s performative character. In her critique of the film Paris is Burning Butler says that “[t]his ‘being a man’ and this ‘being a woman’ are internally unstable affairs. They are always beset by ambivalence precisely because there is a cost in every identification, the loss of some other set of identifications…” (Bodies That Matter 127). There is a cost in creating an identity because it ‘others’ those who do not fit within the definition of that specific identity. 

Although there is always a cost in every identification, there is also a cost in keeping up that identification. The disciplining of the female body through the performance of femininity is taken up by women performance artists in an effort to bring to light the destructive nature of these disciplinary practices. Sandra Lee Bartky discusses the way patriarchal power disciplines and controls the female body in her article Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power. Bartky uses Foucault’s notion of the panopticon as the essence of a disciplinary society, in which each person becomes to himself his own jailer. The all-seeing eye that disciplines and regulates is turned inward, and this gaze inward functions as the internal disciplining of the body. Women go through many rituals in order to perform femininity. “Dieting is one discipline imposed upon a body subject to the ‘tyranny of slenderness’” (Bartky 60). Because the massive or uncontrolled body is met with distaste, dieting constricts the body and makes it smaller, causing women to take up less space. Women are far more restricted than men in their manner of movement and in the way they take up space, this is evident in how women walk and how they sit with their legs crossed tightly. These performances create a body that is legibly read as feminine. Women are locked into regimes of beauty, including the ornamentation of the body and the making up of the face. These practices are very time consuming and drive an entire market economy of makeup, jewelry, and skin/hair products. These beauty practices “are part of the process by which the ideal body of femininity-and hence the feminine body-subject-is constructed; in doing this, they produce a “practiced and subjected” body, that is, a body on which an inferior status has been inscribed” (Bartky 63). A measure of shame is added to a woman’s sense that the body she inhabits is deficient because the disciplinary project of femininity is so radical and extensive that virtually every woman is destined to fail (Bartky 63). This disciplinary project is so widespread and ingrained in women’s psyche that it is difficult to pinpoint exactly where it is coming from, for it is coming from everywhere and nowhere. Susan Bordo in The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity talks about the body as a locus of social control. This notion of social control is important because performance artists, especially Orlan, resist the social control of the body by others and attempt to expose these controlling structures through their oppositions. The external regulation of the female body creates a docile body since women are spending more and more time on the management and discipline of their bodies. In regards to the female body and social control Bordo says that:
Viewed historically, the discipline and normalization of the female body-perhaps the only gender oppression that exercises itself, although to different degrees and in different forms, across age, race, class, and sexual orientation-has to be acknowledged as an amazingly durable and flexible strategy of social control. (Bordo 166)

The disciplining of the female body that almost all women undertake to some degree reinforces the construction of femininity and pushes against the resistance of these performances of femininity. It is through the resistance of these markers of femininity that change can come about and women can be liberated from the social control of the beauty regime. 

Women’s performance art serves as a space for this kind of resistance and the exposure of patriarchal structures of control. Since the 1960s women’s performance art has taken up such an overtly political nature that feminist performance art has been treated as a recognizable sub-genre within the field of performance art (Forte,1988, p.217). Women used performance as a deconstructive strategy to demonstrate the objectification of women and its results. Amelia Jones (1998) in Body Art-Performing the Subject says that “the woman’s body is folded into the patriarchal regime as fundamentally objectified and alienated from the woman’s “self”” (p.152). Women are therefore separated mentally from their bodies due to the patriarchal structures that objectify the body and attempt to control it. In regards to feminist performance art Jones says that:  

Through the very performance of their bodies through the feminizing rhetoric of the pose, feminist body artists begin to complicate and subvert the dualistic, simplistic logic of these scenarios of gender difference by which women are consigned to a pose that is understood to be unself-reflexive, passively pinioned at the center of a “male gaze” (p.155).
Women performance artists defy the role of women as an object to be looked at by taking control of their own bodies by coming on stage and performing , by talking back to the audience, and by creating art that serves a purpose of disrupting the norms. All women’s performances are derived from the relationship of women to the dominant systems of representation, situating them within a feminist critique (Forte p.217). “Women’s performance art operates to unmask this function of ‘Woman,’ responding to the weight of representation by creating an acute awareness of all that signifies ‘Woman,’ or femininity” (Forte p.218). Valie Export, a famous feminist performance artist read the following during one of her performances after exposing her thigh with a tattoo of a garter belt clip on it: 

Woman is forced to represent herself through jewelry, makeup, personality and as a bearer of fixed sexual symbols which are signs of a phallocentric society in a way that does not correspond to her personal needs. Based on the system of biological differences, a sociological system of repression was erected, which women can escape only by rejecting the body defined in the manner as feminine. (O’Bryan p.52)
These performers have used the central feminist tenet that ‘the personal is political’ by using the condition of their own lives to deconstruct the system they find oppressive. “A woman performer combines an active authorship and an elusive medium to assert her irrefutable presence (an act of feminism) within a hostile environment (patriarchy)”(Forte p.224). These women are writing the body with their own inscriptions and reclaiming the female body from its patriarchal textualization. 


This re-writing of the female body is quite literally being undertaken in the work of the performance artist Orlan.  The “Carnal Art Manifesto” was written by Orlan and talks about her practice of carnal art. The opening lines say that :

Carnal art is self-portraiture in the classical sense but made by means of today’s technology. It swings between defiguration and refiguration. Its inscription into the flesh is due to the new possibilities inherent to our age….Carnal art declares and insists on the individual freedom of the artist (BorderCrossings 46). 
In her ten year long project entitled “The Reincarnation of Saint Orlan” she went through a number of videotaped surgeries to change the appearance of her face and body. These performances consist of her performing-remaining conscious throughout, photographing, filming, and broadcasting-a series of operations that are totally remodeling her face and body, and thus her identity. Each feature is surgically resculpted to match a specific feature of a different great icon in the history of Western art. She has chosen features from classical paintings of Diana, Mona Lisa, Psyche, Venus, and Europa (Faber, p.85). This use of icons points to the cultural practice throughout art history that has “made of woman an object, a category, a ‘sign’” (Forte p.219). Within her performances, the operating theatre is a parodied and amusing space, with the surgeons wearing colourful fashionable gowns, and Orlan wearing a designer dress and extravagant jewelry. Orlan says that “there’s a carnival atmosphere-for this is all about changing roles: I take charge of the operations in the theatre” (Leydier p.1). Orlan’s body has become a place of public debate because she has taken art and life to their extremes. Her body becomes the medium that she works with. The permanency of this transformation is a very unique and disturbing aspect of her work because although she plans and choreographs her surgical performances, the different body that she is left with after every operation is not something that she can totally control. In an interview with Richard Leydier, Orlan says that here “work is not about ‘or’ but about ‘and’: good and evil, the ugly and beautiful, the public and the private….” (p.3). Orlan’s work is not about choosing one side of the binary pair or the other, but rather about working between the pairs and playing with the tension that exists there. She is trying to break down the long held binaries that exist by pointing to the fact that they can be played with and altered. “The reincarnation as Saint Orlan focused on the hypocrisy of the way society has traditionally split the female image into Madonna and whore” (Ince p.111). By calling herself a saint, Orlan is creating a parallel between religious martyrdom and the suffering inflicted by surgery undergone for aesthetic purposes.  The icons that she has chosen to sculpt the features of onto her own flesh were not chosen for their beauty, but for their mythological or historical significance. In an interview with BorderCrossings journal, Orlans says that “I feel there’s as much pressure on art objects as there is on a woman’s body. So the whole gist of my work is directed at these incredible pressures on the woman’s body” (BorderCrossings p.44). This statement also parallels her creation of herself as an art object while also being a human body and this kind of idea aims to take a look at women’s bodies as being inscribed like objects. Orlan is actually turning herself into a piece of art, an object, and this disturbs people, but we have naturalized the transformation of women into objects that are made to be the recipients of the male gaze. Orlan’s work creates tension within this discontinuous logic of what Western society deems to be the proper use of the female body. Orlan says that “when I make this performance or undergo surgery, I’m completely aware of the whole process. There’s an object being made and then there’s the process itself that is taking place” (BorderCrossings p.44). Orlan is trying to point to the vanity and madness of adhering to certain standards of beauty and is not attempting to be a beautiful woman. She is rather a physical embodiment of the impossible beauty standards that women must adhere to. In Orlan’s performances every stage of the process is covered; before the surgery, during it, and after. She is showing the process of transformation, not just the before and after, but everything in between. There is an aura of mystery surrounding surgery that Orlan wants to expose, pointing to the grisly and violent process involved in plastic surgery. In Orlan’s “Carnal Art Manifesto” she talks about plastic surgery and says that “Carnal art takes no interest in the results of plastic surgery, but in the process of the surgical-operation-performance and the modified body having become the subject of public debate. Carnal art is not against plastic surgery, but opposed to its standards such as engraved in the male but particularly female flesh (BorderCrossings, p.46). Orlan is using plastic surgery, which is mainly used to transform bodies in order for them to fit into our standards of beauty, to alter herself in ways that do not fit with beauty ideals. 
“Orlan’s split or double role as object of surgery, but also viewer of the operations she chooses to undergo is, as may already be obvious, an essential aspect of her work” (Ince, p.111).   
“Orlan’s interest is not in weaving and the texturing of surfaces; she is more concerned with the opposite of operations of rupturing and opening apparently hermetic wrappings and coverings: Orlan unweaves; she lacerates every enveloping layer” (Ince p.113). 
“When you open yourself up like that to the world, you are creating a wound which has also sexual and erotic connotations. This would be another stage, the stage of self-mirroring and the mirror brought up to the world” (BorderCrossings p.45). 
