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Ambiguity, the disembodied self, and the performativity  

in medical imaging and art 

 

Introduction 

The medical gaze as experienced through MRI scans allows to 'look inside' the human body, 

to 'see' what is not visible from the outside.  MRI might be seen as an innocent technique by 

eliminating discriminations typical made of skin and outer visible structures (e.g. gender, 

race, other minority associations). However, the notational base of MRI as Prasad (Prasad, 

2005) disciplines a created multiplicity image supporting a representational bias of the 

medical gaze. Casini (Casini, 2010, Casini, 2017) explored in her research project the 

sensibility of the MRI, the embodied experience of a self and approaches artists (e.g. Angela 

Palmer, Marc Didou, Annie Cattrell) took to respond to a post-modern multiplicity and 

aesthetic of MRI scans.  

This essay will explore the question of an embodied experience of the MRI treatment as the 

author himself experienced it personally, and to explore areas of relationship of MRI scans 

with screen-based images and how our perception of an embodied self is challenged.  

With reference to the body image and Lacan’s mirror image, this essay will look into the 

performativity of MRI and how it resonates with the performativity of art and painting as can 

be seen in Helen Chadwick body of work. 

This essay will seek for answers on the open question how MRI can inform aesthetic 

responses through art practices beyond questions of representational identity. 

216 words. 

 

Part 1.  

Setting the stage 

- Development of the medical gaze, the non-innocent MRI, and the making of a Self 

(Kevles, 1997, Sturken and Cartwright, 2009:347-387) 
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- Casini’s exploration of MRI in arts (Casini, 2010). Artists working with MRI: 

representational or expanding sensibilities and embracing aesthetics? 

- The post-human body and the transparent patient (Haraway, 1991) 

- Performative patterns in art informed by medical imaging and MRI (Choreo-graphic 

Figures, 2019) 

400 words 

Part 2.  

The performativity1 and the body image: 

- Body Image as embodiment (Gallagher, 2005, Johnson, 2008, Pallasmaa, 2011, 

Weiss, 1999) 

- Questions of embodied reality and perceived reality (Cartwright, 1995, Cartwright 

and Alac, 2013, Gallagher, 2005, Haraway, 1991) 

- MRI as gesture  

- Imaging techniques beyond the clinic: example Helen Chadwick ‘Of Mutability’ 

(Galison and Jones, 2013, James, 2017) 

600 words  

Conclusion.  

Medical imaging techniques could be considered more than a tool for diagnosis and a 

differentiation between good and bad. The process of obtaining and experiencing the medical 

gaze through MRI treatment (and other imaging techniques) does represent a contemporary 

sensibility of dislocation and multiplicity. However, through its notational classification the 

medical gaze is eager to see binary opposites as good and bad, applying MRI as a clinical 

diagnosis device. What may result in a disembodied body-image and self-image. Although 

the brain is represented as an visible object, the mind turns away from the bodily 

                                                      
1 According to Tate, the term ‘performativity’ was coined 1955 by the theorist J. L. Austin to describe a 
‘sentence that was also an action’. The ‘interdependent relationship between words and actions is a key 
aspect of performance art, with theorists and philosophers examining the role of actions, gestures and artistic 
decision-making through the idea of performativity. Since Austin’s first use of the word, there have been many 
philosophers who have elaborated on performativity including John Searle, Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler.’  
(Tate, 2019) 
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representation. In that sense Descartes dichotomy of mind and body seemed to be still not 

resolved. 

This essay has shown how the process of MRI treatment does support an aesthetic response 

despite a disturbing bodily experience. Through a sensational dissociation of body parts, the 

fragmented body becomes a metaphor for a contemporary way of living.  

Overall, this essay concludes that medical imaging techniques do open new ways of viewing 

and seeing and could be considered as a performative gesture. Deleuze challenged the notion 

of sameness, as one layer is just one possibility of difference in itself. Furthermore, the bodily 

experience itself could be seen as one way of reflection on one self. 

This essay has shown ways to relate medical imaging beyond the clinical setting and to 

consider it similar to the earlier on invented photographic camera as a device representing the 

cultural time and way of thinking. It created new insights of how to embed layers of meaning 

in the work. Moreover, how to embrace the viewer’s agency and co-authorship in creating 

meaning and a narrative when being critical to one-side interpretations. Each person does 

experience the medical gaze differently depending on the person’s state and condition. 

Nevertheless, the overall relationship between images as evidence and images as opening 

questions is a narrow path, as expressed by art practitioners in various ways.  With the 

example of Helen Chadwick’s ‘Of Mutability’ the bodily gesture can resonate with the 

technical device. 

Finally, I do see a connection between science and art. With art as a critical dialogue partner 

embracing ambiguity, where science and medicine tries to avoid it. 

361 words 
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