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Question: You announced at the beginning of your artistic career that “The human body is obsolete”. 

What prompted this? 

The realisation that the body is obsolete was the outcome of the initial exploration of the physical 

and spatial parameters of the body through sensory deprivation and physically stressful 

performances, as well as visual probing the internal spaces of the body - having filmed three 

meters of the inside of the stomach, the left and right bronchi of the lungs and the colon. I had 

also begun suspending my body, stretching the skin as well as its limits. These projects and 

performances exposed the body as occupying a small spectrum of physical, sensory and 

psychological experience. The body occupies a narrow window of sensation and survival. In 

addition, the body can neither perform with the precision, power, sensitivity or speed of its 

technologies nor manage the massive data streams of new information that it has to process. It is 

also obsolete in the technological terrain that it now inhabits. What should be stressed though is 

that asserting the body is obsolete is not alluding to any kind of disembodiment. It’s just that this 

body, in this form and with these functions is inadequate. We need to examine the evolutionary 

architecture of the body and consider ways of redesigning it. We don’t have to accept the 

biological status quo. The evolutionary strategies of birth and death are for population control and 

for shuffling genetic material to generate diversity in the human phylum. If we can do this 

artificially then the basic parameters of existence, of birth and death become unnecessary. If a 

fetus is brought to bear in an artificial womb, technically you come into the world without being 

born. And if we can stem cell grow, bioprint or engineer replacement organs, then a body can 

significantly extend its lifespan. Your life need not begin with birth nor necessarily end a biological 

death. That’s not to say your existence is guaranteed. Your life might still end at any time 

accidently or by some natural or technological catastrophe.  

Question: Where did your idea of redesigning/enhancing the body come from? Do you think there is 

something wrong with the body as it is? 

Well, it depends how you frame what a body is and how a body operates and interacts in the 

world. It’s not about enhancing or enabling it in a simplistic sense. It’s really exploring ideas of 

alternate anatomies and how your awareness and operation in the world might be adjusted or 

amplified. Experiments in bodily architectures and possibly incorporating sensory experiences that 

insects and animals possess. What might be possible with a Third Hand, an Extended Arm, a 

Stomach Sculpture, a Prosthetic Head, a Virtual Body, a 6-legged Exoskeleton, and an Ear On Arm. 

These might be crude gestures, inadequately realised on limited funding and expertise, but they 

conceptually indicate alternate operational possibilities and adjustments in our awareness. It’s not 

about what’s wrong with the body. In terms of evolution the body has been successful, not 

because it has perfectly adapted to any ecological niche, but rather its inadequacies have 

generated curiosity and experimentation – desires to be other. To explore the alien. The first signs 

of an alien intelligence will come from this planet. These projects and performances are about 

generating contestable futures that can be examined, perhaps appropriated but most likely be 

discarded. It’s not about utopian or dystopian futures. It’s not about a singularity. But rather 

contributing to a multiplicity of possibilities.  



 

Question: Why is Augmented Reality important? 

Many of our complex tasks require information and images that are normally not available to our 

senses and that we can’t immediately retrieve through our memory. Or of information that we 

can’t instantly make connections with the situation or place we find ourselves in. The digital data 

that our instruments generate can be superimposed or added to what we optically see, to assist in 

the completion of complex tasks, such as surgical procedures. Additional information might 

prompt the surgeon, such as 3D models of the tumour. Virtual images can be rotated and 

inspected from different angles. Virtual images can be scaled up or down and also provide cross-

sectional slices that all might assist in evaluating the operation. And in our everyday interaction 

with people and places data might be generated to prompt recognition of someone or to provide 

the history of a place. Not only do I see something but I am provided with additional data, 

diagrams and models that inform my vision. Augmented Reality provides more complex, layered 

experiences of our operation in the world.    

Question: You have stated that you consider the body as a ‘convenient site for experimentation’. 

What do you mean by this? 

I have always been envious of gymnasts and dancers because what they do couples their artistic 

expression with their bodily experience. They are both the artist and the artwork. This is not the 

case with visual art forms. In other words the performance is with and of this particular body. It is 

not only about the kinematics of motion but the haptics and affect it generates. But coupling 

expression with bodily experience means taking the physical consequences of these ideas. If you 

want to suspend your body you need to endure the insertion of the hooks and the stretching of 

the skin. If you want to insert a sculpture into this body, there are engineering issues and medical 

risks. And constructing an ear on this arm resulted in a serious infection. Doing this to another 

body would generate additional problems, both ethical and practical. So there are both 

philosophical and very particular reasons for doing things to and with this body and considering it 

as a convenient site of experimentation. 

Question: The EAR ON ARM project creates an alternate anatomical architecture by engineering a 

new organ for your body. How has this project progressed and how has this changed your body’s 

identity, with itself and with others?  

The surgical procedures were first done in 2006, after ten years consulting and of trying to get 

funding and assistance from plastic surgeons. The first surgery was to expand the skin on my 

forearm, the next to construct the shape of the ear by suctioning the skin over the scaffold. After 

approximately six months tissue ingrowth and vascularisation occurs. The ear structure is still a 

relief of an ear though. To sculpt it further will require a combination of additional skin expansion, 

surgical nips and tucks and also growing a soft ear lobe using the artist’s adult stem cells. Only 

then can the ear be internet enabled by electronically augmenting it. There was a small 

microphone inserted into the ear construct and immediately after the second surgery it was tested 

successfully. Even with my arm having a partial plaster cast and wrapped with bandages and even 

though the surgeon had a face mask on, his voice was picked up by the internal microphone and 

wirelessly transmitted. So the project is a plausible one to fully realise. An external facial feature 

has been replicated, relocated and will eventually be rewired for additional capabilities. Looking 

down and seeing an ear on your arm is sometimes startling. But it has become a normal addition 



to my arm now. To internet enable it will effectively be engineering a mobile, acoustical internet 

organ. A listening device for people in other places.   

Question: You have said that you think the artist of the future should be a ‘genetic sculptor’, what do 

you mean by this? 

I wanted to extend body art, not merely as performative but also process oriented. Body art that 

did not only perform but also interrogated its architecture and evolution.  I said that in the early 

‘70s, speculating that technology was increasingly providing us with the means to intervene 

genetically in the structure of the body.  Artists would no longer sculpt inert materials but splice 

genetic living material. Given the obsolescence of the body, its limited longevity and vulnerability 

it would be possible to manipulate genes to sculpt the body itself. Not so much as a means to 

repair a body but rather to redesign one. When I was first considering how it would be at all 

possible, as a thought experiment, I considered what would happen if we just took a surface 

approach and engineered a synthetic skin. A skin that possessed only two more additional 

capabilities. A skin that was permeable to oxygen and a skin that had sophisticated photosynthetic 

capabilities. If that was possible we could radically hollow out the human body. There would be no 

need for lungs to breathe, a gastrointestinal tract to digest food nor a circulatory system to convey 

oxygen and nutrients throughout the body. You would literally hollow out the human body. And 

hollowing out the body is a seductive strategy as you would be able to insert more technology into 

it. Of course, it’s not that simple. Skin has more functions that would need to be engineered as 

well. Skin is in fact the largest organ of the body and provides us with our sensations of texture, 

heat and pressure. It also waterproofs the body but allows us to sweat, assisting in temperature 

control. It also protects the body from the danger micro-organisms. But you get the idea. The 

solution to redesigning the body might only be skin deep.  

Question: It could be said that what has determined our humanity is the trajectory of our 

technology. How do you think we will interface with technology in the future? 

Well, we are increasingly expected to perform with Mixed Realities. We are not only biological 

bodies but we are now augmented, accelerated, enhanced and extended by our machines and 

instruments. We have to increasingly manage data streams in virtual systems, so we need to 

develop interfaces to enable us to seamlessly switch between these modes of operation. We are 

also performing remotely beyond the boundaries of our skin and beyond the local space we 

inhabit. We will also increasingly become internet portals of sensory and haptic experience. 

Imagine hearing with the ears of someone in London, whilst seeing with the eyes of someone in 

New York, whilst someone in Tokyo is accessing my left arm and remotely initiating a task that I 

assist in completing with my right arm. The body would have sensory experience resulting from 

remote and disconnected spaces and would be a body of split and multiple agency. Your 

experience would be fragmented in sensation but extended in location.  At any rate, what artists 

are doing is generating contestable futures – possibilities that can be examined, interrogated, 

possibly appropriated but most likely discarded.  

Question: You have a ‘Second Life’, how do you see that progressing? 

Second Life has become an online, interactive space now increasingly occupied by artists and 

musicians. Second Life is not merely an impoverished real life but rather a virtual space to 

experiment visually and to perform online in real-time. So not only can you prompt and perform 

with your avatar online but also interact with other avatars prompted by other people elsewhere. 

What would be even more interesting than Second Life though would be having a Third Life, 



where an autonomous and intelligent avatar can access a physical body and perform with it in the 

real world. This would also be a Split Body experience, not between two physical bodies remotely 

connected but a collaboration between a human and an avatar to complete real-world and virtual 

tasks.  In 2000, there was a performance that incorporated a motion prosthesis. This was an upper 

body exoskeleton providing 3 degrees of freedom for each limb. The performance was a physical 

and virtual interplay where an avatar imbued with genetic algorithms was able to actuate and 

choreograph the movements of my arms whilst I could move with my own agency. In this case, 

instead of a split left and right side it was a split body experience of upper and lower. As the 

performance unfolded I would try to modulate the avatars choreography of my arms, by pressing 

a circular array of foot sensors. The performance was a rudimentary interface and interaction 

between a human and artificial entity.  

Question: Over the last 45+ years you have conducted performances that include 26 suspensions of 

your body with hooks through your flesh, you have allowed your body to be controlled by electronic 

muscle stimulators that are controlled by third parties, you have performed with a robotic third arm, 

implanted technology in your stomach, blended your bio-material with another person, as well as 

growing an ear on your body. Your work undermines the notion of single agency. How has this 

changed your mind? 

Well, the more and more performances I’ve done the less and less I think I have a mind of my own, 

nor any mind at all in the traditional metaphysical sense. When this body speaks as an “I” it does 

so assuming the “I” is a language and social construct that allows us to speak and perform 

conveniently in the world, in this particular culture, at this point in history. “I” only indicates this 

body. It doesn’t indicate some internal and intrinsic essence and agency that constitutes the self. A 

biological body that is only located in one place and asserts it only has a single agency is not an 

interestingly constructed body. In 1995, with the Fractal Flesh performance, people in the 

Pompidou in Paris, the Doors of Perception in Amsterdam and the Media Centre in Helsinki were 

able to access the body located in Luxembourg and remotely choreograph it. My two arms and left 

leg were moving involuntarily, whilst I could improvise by actuating my Third Hand. In 1996, with 

Ping Body, the reverberating ping signals that were generated continuously during the 

performance prompted the body’s movements as it became a barometer of internet activity. And 

in 1997, with the Parasite performance, a customised search engine harvested images of bodies 

and parts of bodies and displayed them in the artist’s HUD. Data analysis of the image complexity 

determined how the body was actuated. The images you see are the images that literally move 

you. These were also split body experiences. Voltage-in / voltage-out. The body was performing 

with a multiple agency. The body’s movements and optical experience were not initiated simply 

by this body in this place but also by other bodies in other places and internet data. This was 

simultaneously a possessed and performing body, an involuntary and improvising body. A split 

body – but not a split mind and body but rather a split physical body. An extended operational 

system with an externalised nervous system. Informed but involuntary and occasionally 

improvising. It’s a time of circulating flesh, fractal flesh and phantom flesh. 
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