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Introduction:  
 

Medical imaging techniques are mediating the narrative of a cultural constructed body.  
However, the body rejects to be disciplined. 

 

Between it [the visible] and us [is] an intimacy as close as between the sea and the strand 
- Merleau-Ponty (Merleau-Ponty, 1968:130-131) 

 

The human body is at risk to be disciplined and normalised through the medical 
gaze. Medical technologies are mapping devices and often considered as objective 
measures versus an unreliable, perceiving, non-conforming body1. Therefore, the 
body had to be disciplined as much as the images produced by the instruments. 

This essay will look at medical imagery as media culture, it's appeal to artists, 
and how it may challenge an embodied self when being exposed to the gaze. By 
placing this essay in context of art, I will review works of Helen Chadwick and how 
her residency at King's College informed her practice. My own MRI experience will 
be the base to question how screen-based imagery may challenge our perception of 
the body and how performative aspects of MRI inform a posthuman body image. 
My own practice is a visual reflection of this interrogation. 

This review will eventually challenge notions of objectivity and stability. 
Through an expanded perceptual space art can create aesthetic responses beyond 
conventional patterns of knowledge. 

  

 
1 One can read textbooks on MRI for healthcare to understand that ‘patient noncompliance .. may [have] 
negative consequences to diagnostic outcomes….a nervous patient may find it difficult to keep still or comply 
…This is likely to degrade image quality due to phase mismapping artifacts.’  (Westbrook and Talbot, 2019: 
350) 
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Part 1: Setting the stage 
The medical gaze is now endowed with a plurisensorial structure. A gaze that touches, 
hears, and .. sees .. under the dominant sign of the visible - (Foucault, 1994:164) 

 

Medical techniques, e.g. an MRI scan, 'look inside' the human body, to 'see' what 
is not visible from the outside. One might consider it a democratic technique as it 
‘ignores’ the visible outside of the body often inscribed with gender, racial etc. 
paradigms. However, it is not as ‘innocent’ as one thinks. Visual representations are 
biased by a notational base (Prasad, 2005), contained by the medical gaze and 
resulting in uncertainty derived from a multiplicity of visual images destabilising 
the body image (Holtzmann Kevles, 1997), (Sturken and Cartwright, 2009:347-387). 

 

1.1. A very brief history of mapping the body 

physicians gradually pushed back the veil in front of the internal [body] - (Holtzmann Kevles, 
1997:3)  

 

In the 18th century, the patient was the ‘subject of the disease’ exposed to the 
doctor’s gaze of seeing and touching the surface, discerning qualities of vigor and 

suppleness (Foucault, 1994:59). This shifted in the 19th century by replacing the 
direct sensory with optical ‘prothesis’, e.g the microscope, following a botanist gaze 
and desire to map the ‘invisible’ world through a visual representation of objectivity. 
The patient transformed into a ‘transitory object’ (ibid.) between the normality and 
the pathological. The body was mapped and disciplined according to established 
standards of functioning and structure (Foucault, 1994). F.J. Galls’s phrenology, 
measuring the skull to map mental faculties, might illustrate this as an extreme. 
(Braus, 2014:24). But the dislocation and removal of the direct gaze raised also moral 
questions: 

What one cannot see is shown in the distance from what one must not see - (Foucault, 
1994:164) 
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 Ian Hacking stated that ‘seeing is intervening’ due to a bias of our 
conceptualisation and representation of the body (van Dijck, 2005:7-8). The 
development of x-ray, endoscopy, ultrasonic, and MRI as ‘prosthesis’ meant a 
breakthrough in ‘seeing’. However, it created also new possibilities through their 
integration into an expanded phenomenal space, exceeding notions of ‘prosthesis’ 
(Haraway, 1991), (Hayles, 1999). 

 

 
Figure 1: Juan Valverde de Amusco - Vivae imagines  (The University of Cambridge, 1566) 

 

Nevertheless, the human body became a malleable and transparent material 
object (see Fig. 1), a hybrid of art and science, and a ‘cadaver .. surgically, chemically 
and artistically modified in accordance with prevailing aesthetic standards’ (van 
Dijck, 2005:57) as the examples of the The Visible Human Project® (National Library of 
Medicine, 2019) or Bodyworlds (Institut für Plastination e.K, 2019) do show 

The desire for a manipulatable body perfectly fits a material technological culture in 
which imitation has been replaced by modification. Like the tulip, the body has become a 
mixture of nature and artefact.  (van Dijck, 2005:42) 
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1.2. The Medical Gaze 

One must see to cut more and cut to see more. - Stefan Hirschauer, in: (van Dijck, 
2005:67) 

 
The invisible became visible, a breakthrough for the medical gaze. Was the 

opening of the body a requirement ‘to see’ , became now possible through an ‘inside’ 
(endoscopy) or a ‘looking through’ view  (x-ray, ultrasonic). MRI cuts and slices 
through the skin visually and metaphorically. Therefor, this postmodern machine 
relates to cubist paintings through flattening perspectives. 

Normalising and disciplining the body through ‘seeing’ an objective influenced 
thought. James Elkins argued that pictures are ’the strongest agents for the 
corruption of meaning’ (Cartwright, 1995:86). Pictures destabilise singular 
interpretations and making all pictures ‘similitudes’ (Prasad, 2005:14). Medical 
imaging do also show distorted images and artefacts. Apparently, more ‘in-sight’ 
results in uncertainty, ambiguity and fragmentation, and eventually anxiety 

 
1.3. Media culture 

The transparent body mediated by medical imaging is also the object in media 
culture.2  The professional gaze made its way into the public with ‘the media’s 
insatiable appetite for visuals’ (van Dijck, 2005:5). Viewing became a spectatorial 
pleasure. 

The image is the objectified proof of ultimate validity as ultrasonic images of the 
pre-born baby demonstrate. But once the image is separated from one’s own bodily 
experience, the image stops being an index and becomes an iconic fetish facilitating 
new representations (van Dijck, 2005:83). Castrop, the protagonist in Thomas Mann’s 
‘Der Zauberberg’ experienced this through first ignoring, then rejecting the visual 
ambiguity of his x-ray image. 

1.4. MRI in art 

 
MRI is an intriguing area for contemporary artists (Casini, 2010). Considering the 

iconography of MRI imagery, they look more at an aesthetic engagement, inviting 
the viewer to see invisible elements and configurations. Their works range from 

 
2 This relationship of medical imaging and media culture is extensively researched, see (Cartwright, 1995), 
(Grosz, 1994), (van Dijck, 2005)), and (Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006). 
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engraved cross-sectional scans (Angela Palmer), audio-visual documentary of MRI 
slices (Justine Cooper), overlaid portrait photographs and MRI images (Marta de 
Menezes), or soundscapes informed by MRI footage (Andres Kötting). 

The dissolution of bodily boundaries and issues of representation and self-representation 
through portraiture are at the center of most MRI-based artistic practices, where the 
medium used is the artist’s own body – (Casini, 2010:5) 

 
By referring to Jacques Rancière, Casini highlighted the extended field of 

aesthetics evoking possibilities rather than actualities and creating ‘unexplored 
patterns among words, things, and images’ (Casini, 2010:3). MRI techniques inform 
art practices through elements of rhythm and percussive noise of the scanning 
process, a partial blindness, the body as experiencing subject as well as an immobile 
experimental object alongside mental images initiated by feelings of anxiety and 
claustrophobia.  

Overall, the bodily experience places one in a temporal-spatial relationship to re-
think what is visible and invisible. Casini researched (Casini, 2017) this embodied 
experience and how the ‘vision machine’ turns into an abstract rhythm generator of 
sound and light.3, resonating with my own experience of the ‘machine’. 

 

  

 
3 She created a video work 265 Looping Snapshots based on her MRI experience as a auditory-visual 
exploration how images and sound relate to the notion of surveillance. 
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Part 2: The performative body 
A new aesthetic comes to the fore. The art-work is more and more embodied in the 
interface, in the articulation of a space of meeting between the art-work and the viewer, 
and even in the articulation of space where the art-work as an artifact seems to disappear 
altogether and only communication between viewers remains.- Jeffrey Shaw, 1997, in: 
(Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006:159). 

 

2.1. Body & Skin 

Organs, including the skin, function less as boundaries than as a permeable overlapping 
screens of planar space’ - August Krajk, 1909 in: (Cartwright, 1995:92) 

 
Although the MRI machine creates visual imagery as representations of machine-

code,4 it is the body-subject experiencing a space beyond the visual. But under the 
surveilling medical gaze the body changes from its opaqueness to a transparent 
material. Steve Connor described how the body is dissolved and being replaced by a 
‘polymorphous, infinitely mobile and extensible skin of secondary simulations’ (van 
Dijck, 2005:78), resulting into a ‘posthuman subject’: 

an amalgam, a collection of heterogenous components, a material-informational entity 
whose boundaries undergo continuous construction and reconstruction - (Hayles, 1999)  

 
The skin5 is a metaphor for a double twisted medical reality. It could be related to 

the Moebius-strip showing the entanglement of body and mind (Grosz, 1994:xii). 
Skin as a surface, our largest organ, protects but also reflects our Self. To de-skin 
means to destroy and to make vulnerable. For Sigmund Freud it was the skin as the 
surface through which we perceive the world, constituting the ego as a mental 
projection of the surface of the body (‘The Ego and the Id’, 1923).  

The skin is so fundamental, its functioning is taken so much for granted, that no one 
notices its existence until the moment it fails - Anzieu, 1990 in: (Grosz, 1994:8-10) 

 
However, the skin turned into a disembodied object as ‘fashion accessories’ (see 

Fig. 1), and the face-skin a cultural object for perfection and seeking attention, thanks 
to Botox and face-lifting operations.  

 
4 The in-depth physical process of MRI can be read in (Westbrook and Talbot, 2019). I am referring here 
especially to the time frequency detection of proton spinning under the influence of a static and dynamic electro-
magnetic fields. The derived k-space as a multi dimensional machine data spectrum is translated through Fourier 
analysis into single two dimensional visual images that are known as MRI images. 
5 Skin literally and metaphorically is intensively explored, e.g in the works of (Anzieu, 1985), (Pallasmaa, 
2011), (Patterson and Schroeder, 2010), and (Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006)) 
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The development of imaging technology is also a history of incision and 
inscription (van Dijck, 2005:15). From a postmodern perspective the skin is the 
‘container, projection surface, and cover to be modified’ (Patterson and Schroeder, 
2010).6 Patterson concluded that tattoos as permanent skin inscriptions ‘provide a 
novel, productive frame’, and rather through text ‘we write ourselves’ (Patterson 
and Schroeder, 2010:263). Skin is expanded from a mere flat surface to become a 
‘signifier of depth’. The multiplicity and blurring borders resonate with an 
uncertainty of medical imagery. It challenges our conception of a coherent sense of 
self.   

Skin reflects the dynamic relationship between inside and outside, self and society, 
between personal identity projects and marketplace cultures.- (Patterson and Schroeder, 
2010:254) 

 
Deleuze and Guattari established the notion of the ’organ without a body’ and 

through medical imaging this shifted towards ‘bodies without organs’. All organs 
became signifiers of identity, something formerly being inscribed onto the face 
(Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006:80). Skin turns invisible, e.g. MRI cannot even ‘see’ it, 
and the face obsolete, letting Michael Taussig to ask  

Could defacement itself escape this endless back-and-forth of revelation and 
concealment? (Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006:87) 

 

Foucault predicted that the ‘loss of the face’ means that ‘man would .. [be] erased, 
like a face drawn in the sand at the edge of the sea’ (see Fig. 2) and Wegenstein 
considered this a precursor for an erasure of human corporeality (Wegenstein and 

 
6 This conception is based on Anzieu’s ‘Le Moi-peau’ (Anzieu, 1985: 61-62), underlying the importance of the 
skin in social and psychical life with a trifold function: an inside container, a permeable interface with the 
world, and mean of communication and surface to inscribe 

Figure 2: SJSchaffeld - still images from parallel project (Schaffeld, 2019b) 
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Hansen, 2006:95-96). Donna Haraway questioned ‘why should our bodies end at the 
skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated by skin?’ (Haraway, 1991:178). 
Medical imaging do follow a ‘logic of new media’ as the ‘opening’ of the body 
creates results in dematerialized layers and fragments of information. (Wegenstein 
and Hansen, 2006:78). 

 

2.3. Vitality & the Performative  

I can only understand the function of the living body by accomplishing it and to the extent 
that I am a body that rises up toward the world. (Merleau-Ponty, 1968:78) 

 
According to Deleuze, we live beyond the specificities of the body (Grosz, 1994). 

The limits and capacities of the body do reveal themselves through ongoing 
interactions of the body with the  environment (Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006:21). 
This expanded view on bodily experience can be experienced in inter-media works, 
e.g. Aviz+Cucher’s video work ‘Synoptic Bliss’ (2004).  Auditive patterns expand the 
visual spheres and can invoke internal and external images, feelings and sensations, 
raising awareness of our bodily experience. Our perception of images change as 
‘they look different’ through an interaction of image, medium and body (Belting, 
2005:306). Low pitch instruments, e.g. didgeridoo, remind us about these embodied 
interactions (Braus, 2014:25-27). 

Touch shares with hearing the successiveness of its impressions, the momentary impact. 
(Grosz, 1994:98) 

 
Visual images shift from images of the body towards images experienced 

through the body, described by Elisabeth Grosz with the metaphor of the ‘body 
made from the outside in’ (Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006:22). The perceptual 
dynamic body-space is described by Gretchen Schiller in relationship to dance and 
performance as the kinesfield (Schiller, 2008:432) with an interaction also between 
‘human and nonhuman bodies’ (Weiss, 1999:5) 

The body image can shrink and expand; it can give parts to the outside world and can 
take other parts into itself. – Paul Schilder, 1923, in: (Grosz, 1994:80) 

 
The body as a non-static frame contrasts with medical techniques creating static 

images. As a vital dynamic body, it struggles between holism and fragmentation. 
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The physical body is not the container for holding body parts together but an 
experiencing frame as a living media (Wegenstein and Hansen, 2006:40). The body 
perceives, remembers, and produces images. In that sense, the erasure of the ‘face 
drawn in the sand’ is not an ‘erasure of corporeality’ but a return to a bodily 
experience of temporality and absence 

Images are present in their media but they perform an absence which they make visible. 
(Belting, 2005:313) 
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Part 3: The aesthetics of the performative  
“My apparatus is a body x sensory systems with which to correlate experience. Not 
exactly real, I am none the less conscious, via physicality of duration, of passing through” - 
Helen Chadwick (Warner et al., 1996) 

 

3.1. Aesthetics and difference in the art of Helen Chadwick  

“Art, like crying .. is an act of self-repair, to shed the natural tears that free us make us 
strong” - Helen Chadwick, 1985 in: (Warner et al., 1996) 

 
Medical imagery could be aesthetic works in itself, or they inform processes and 

material explorations of an embodied life. Helen Chadwick later works7 do relate to 
the mediated body challenging conceptions of the visible and the invisible, of 
interdependency of object and subject, but also to pass ‘beyond the spectacle’ 
(Chadwick, 2004:10-11). Her Self-Portrait (1991) might be comment on what it meant 
to be made of flesh (Warner et al., 1996). An intriguing viewpoint of creating 
tangible works I pulled from in my practice (Fig. 2). 

 

 

Chadwick’s work pulls from a Baroque8 sensibility, e.g. Oval Court (1986) 
 

7 examples are: ^Cameos', 'Stilled Lives', 'Nebula', 'Monstrance', 'Opal', 'Unnatural Selection' (1995-96) 
8 Baroque in the sense as Deleuze explored the fold in reference to  Leibniz,  the philosopher of the Baroque: ‘A 
flexible or an elastic body still has cohering parts that form a fold…not separated into parts of parts but rather 
divided to infinity in smaller and smaller folds. - (Deleuze and Conley, 2015: 6) 

Figure 3: SJSchaffeld - after Chadwick ‘Self-Portrait’(Schaffeld, 2019a) 
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(Chadwick, 2011). Reflecting on intensity as well as on the tradition of ‘memento 
mori’. She searched for a ‘material vehicle which would arrest the passing character 
of such intense bodily responses’ (Warner et al., 1996), acknowledging the weakness 
of sight in delivering sensations compared to touch or sound. She approached this 
through use of material associations in her photographic works or temporal matter, 
e.g. Cocoa (1994) and Wreath to Pleasure (1994). 

During her residency 1996 at King’s College Assisted Conception unit, London 
(1996),9 she explored  ‘optical prostheses’ (microscopes) as intrusive though 
‘touching’ devices,10 resulting in works relating to medical techniques and the gaze. 
In Unnatural Selection (1996) she investigated the disembodied nature of in-vitro 
fertilization (IVF). Some other works trigger strong responses, e.g. showing 
deformed creatures as art, e.g. Cyclop cameos (1995), opening questions of aesthetics 
and ethics.  

Chadwick explored and crossed boundaries. Was her earlier work Blood Hyphen 
(1988) an exploration of the visible and invisible through light as material, she later 
manipulated physical matter, e.g. non-fertilised eggs, juxtaposed with metaphorical 
images, e.g. Nebula or Monstrance (1996). She explored the liminal space between 
nature and culture, the natural and the artifice, and using the analogy of in-vitro 
fertilised eggs as an artificially created product and a fabricated artwork.  

Often, she works from an observer position as in Unnatural Selection. However, 
her experience of the disciplinary optical gaze in the laboratory was also bodily 
experience when she had to select by sucking with her mouth the pre-embryos 
(Chadwick, 2004). In comparison, Tabitha Moses embroidered her patient gown to 
visualise her experience of IVF personally (Moses, 2014). Both works draw from 
different experiences and personal beliefs though both reflect on the impact of 
medical processes.   

Chadwick challenged notions of displaced bodies and disembodied visual 
imagery, crossing boundaries of interaction and interdependency by placing un-
selected pre-embryos in context of aesthetic precious objects, e.g. Monstrance. What 
appears as a reflection on media culture mediated through the medical gaze, 
transforms our perception of iconic images, and becoming a contemporary vanitas 

 
9 During my research I looked at the wide scope of Chadwick’s body of work, and I got immense insight 
through the following sources: (Chadwick, 2004), (Chadwick, 2011),  (Haworth-Booth and Chadwick, 1994), 
(James, 2017), (Racz, 2017), (Walker, 2010), (Walker, 2013), and (Warner, Buck, Mellor, Chadwick, Haworth-
Booth, Portfolio and Kunsthallen, 1996) 
10 Chadwick used also in her earlier works optical ‘touching’ devices, e.g. her use of photocopy machines in ‘Of 
Mutability’ to create self—portraits by scanning her body and exploring the machine ‘spectacle 
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theme. 

There must ... be boundaries and limits to knowledge and meaning. Can we cross these 
boundaries and explore the territories beyond? And if this subjective terrain can be 
represented, does it then collapse full circle back into the order of things - become reified? 
- Helen Chadwick, in: (Walker, 2010:463) 

 
Overall, Chadwick’s works raise questions of perceived differences, also between 

the medical gaze and surveillance. Both visually intrusive, either through revealing 
medical instruments or through distant surveilling devices as drones, as in Hito 
Steyerl’s work The Tower (2015). In this context, her Viral Landscape series (1988-89) 
might be perceived as borderless ‘viral’ imagery. 

 

3.2. Informing my practice 

the coming years we will be able .. to extend the capabilities of our brains as well as our 
bodies. Imaginative leaps forward will require artists to engage with and invent new 
paradigms for the body mind continuum… alluding to the artist’s role as creative 
interpreter or translator.  (Ingham, 2009:3-4) 

 
Chadwick’s work shifts the focus from an objectified body towards the body as 

living media as ‘sight must become more like blood; fluid, pervasive, and unfixed 
from a locale’ (Cartwright, 1995:82). Her transgressive approach towards the visible 
and the invisible, the inside and the outside, informs my own practice and parallel 
project.  Aspects of crossed boundaries and embracing the invisible perceptual field 
of the body through sound layered with visual images can create new forms of 
perception.  

Through transforming materials through painting the out, boundaries get 
blurred between conventional norms and what physical and virtual might be. My 
collaborative project embraced the percussive rhythms of the MRI machinery 
together with a bodily experience of making sense through making. Materiality is a 
form of understanding, as touching materials can open up new insights (see Fig. 2) 

However, the liminal space between being a subject or a dissociated and 
dislocated observer, is a constant struggle of representation and interpretation. My 
visual responses may relate to other forms of expressing experience, e.g through 
written visual poetry as a ‘recuperation of the aesthetic value’ offering ‘a glimpse at 
my inner self’ (Colopelnic, 2013:327) 
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Conclusion 
 

Medical imaging techniques are diagnosis devices informing the medical gaze by 
looking at a disciplined body to differentiate the normal from the ill. However, in 
context of media culture it becomes more than just a tool for diagnosis. The medical 
gaze as experienced through an MRI scan is a representation of a contemporary 
sensibility of dislocation and multiplicity. Visible images represent the body-object 
through disembodied body- and self-images. The mind turns away from its bodily 
representation. 

Medical imaging techniques do open new ways of seeing through ambiguous 
images and creating uncertainties, but also new possibilities of difference. The bodily 
experience could be seen as a performative act of a posthuman body.  

This essay has shown how artists like Helen Chadwick create aesthetic responses 
despite a disturbing bodily experience. Through crossing boundaries and visualising 
interactions between the inside and the outside, the fragmented and dissociated 
body becomes a metaphor for a contemporary media culture beyond a clinical 
setting.  

In summary, it is about material and vibrant matters. MRI imaging, representing 
a physical process of spinning and resonance, is a performative process. As a 
metaphor for an embodied processes of image-creation, it reflects the transformation 
of malleable and unstable materiality into new works. This can create new insights 
and perspectives. Layered images and meaning inform thought and perception, 
detachment and dislocation. The object of the gaze becomes the co-author for new 
narratives. Medical imaging techniques resonate with a multiplicity of subjective 
emotional and cognitive responses. My collaborative project and my practice 
embrace such differences through perceptual layers of visuals and sound.  
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