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notion of obsessive neatness so necessary to my -
discussion of anorexia. Aside from the strong element
of control and order in my work, notions of flesh and
references to food are also made continuously to
highlight the obsessive relationship between the female
body and eating disorders.

Until fairly recently, those years of my life have felt
‘too close to the bone’ to acknowledge, but presently
(a couple of mentally and physically healthy years
later), | find myself ready to reflect on an ekperience
that has had a profound effect on my life and in
shaping the person | am today. Working on this project
has been at times challenging and disheartening, but
for the most part, satisfying. Art, for me, is the easiest
form of expression, and working with my body in this
way has led me to discover parts of myself, both
physically and emotionally, that | had not seen before.
Having studied my-body from every angle while
gathering information for my artworks, has had me
measuring myself, weighing myself, photographing
myself, and worst of all, exposing myself. All of these -
are activities | initially approached with difficulty.

| have learnt to feel more comfortable in my own body
through this process, partly because | have been able
to see my body as other:people do, -and partly because
hours of research on the subject of anorexia has
taught me to understand the complicated nature of the
condition, and why | may have involved my body in o * , ,
such an ordeal. o o o | '






Where contemporary culture provides the environment
in which norms and ideals are constructed, visual
culture usually takes the form of the actual messages
these ideals strive to project. Meskimmon characterises
the extensive display of beautiful, thin bodies as if they
were a norm, as the pressure of social regulation
through visual representation (Meskimmon, 1996:
168). Bearing this in mind, the visual aspect of
culture plays a crucial role in the formation of womens’
perceptions of their bodies, and is therefore important
to the focus of this work.

Since this project is ultimately rooted in the realm of
fine art and the discourse thereof, much of this
dissertation will explore visual representations of
women and womens’ bodies. Discussions on the
changing shape of the female body and the ideals
these images strive to portray are some of the areas
that will be addressed.

This dissertation is divided into three main sections, all
with one major point of focus: the female body. The
first section deals with the female body in a theoretical
context, as well as looking at notions of beauty. Visual
representations of the female body such as paintings
and fashion photographs, will be comparatively
explored from the nineteenth century through to the
present. Artists working with the subject of the female
body in relation to feminine beauty ideals and eating
disorders will be looked at. Artists working with their
own bodies and experiences will rank amongst these.
The second section discusses the female body in
relation to eating disorders and anorexia, putting
forward some of the complex narratives attached to this

condition and noting the role of culture and modern
living therein. The third section focuses on an
examination of the body in terms of practical artworks,
discussing important aspects of the work from content
to production.

The practical work explores a print-inspired medium
that operates visually through a system of signs which
encode the body. Since the psychological narratives
around anorexia are complex, the body becomes a
major area of concern, and it is this body that
communicates and produces meanings, putting forward
a powerful message. The practical work focuses on
these elements of anorexia; on the body as a medium
which, in a sense, ‘speaks’ for the person inhabiting
that body.



















. Nochlin notes too, the feminine artifices everywhere in

the painting, placing the work in the contemporary
world of fashion and commodities. For Nochlin, the
influence of the modernity of photography can be seen
in this work, although the medium was relatively new at
the time. She suggests that although Seurat's Poseuses
is not consciously feminist, it may question this notion
by way of its unhistorical approach (Nochlin, 1999:
217-37).

Seurat’s Poseuses, although not traditionally regarded
as a work representing the ‘ideal’, is however rooted in
this subject, and clearly puts forward questions in
terms of the representation of the female body. An
interesting point to note about the painting is that it
suggests the changing role of women. It shows women
as working professionals, independent and earning their
own money, giving them choices.and opportunities.
This work sheds light not only on the fashion world of
today (and its models), but on women in general, and
their attitudes towards their bodies. It has become
clear too, that Manet's Olympia, with her slim body,
bold gaze and rich array of accessories, points to the
goddesses appearing in the glossy magazines of today,
which have come to represent contemporary notions of
the ideal female body.

Where the Venus de Milo represented the ideal of the
time; beauty, without a visible allusion to female
sexuality or productivity, Botticelli's Birth of Venus, and
Titian's Venus of Urbino represented the classical ideal
of the Renaissance; passive, rounded and sensual.
Manet's Olympia became a symbol of modernity, her
slim body questioning previous notions of feminine

beauty and sexuality. From the twentieth century
onwards, fashion models and film stars have come to
represent contemporary ideals; their adolescent bodies
today, representing notions of success, power and sexual
desirability. The changing role of women in society
seems to run parallel with the changing shape of their
bodies. And, as one can see clearly in the history of
representations of women's bodies, the general trend is
of an ever-shrinking female form. Sarah Duguid feels too
that the notion of thinness, often associated with fash-
ion and film star celebrities, has come to connote self-
control and success, and believes that the reason many
women feel the need to slim down is because of the
message a sleek body sends out (Duguid, 2003: 69).

Women and Consumer Society

Women, today, are often associated with consumerism,
not only with regard to the appearance of feminine
ideals in the media, or to the use of women in selling
produéts, but also to the notion of the woman herself
as the consumer. Josephine King and Mary Stott
believe that the many spheres of a woman'’s life, such
as house-keeping, family structure, cooking skills,
shopping patterns, eating habits and social attitudes,
all contribute to her immense potential as a major
buyer in society (King & Stott, 1977: 37).

Susie Orbach talks about capitalism as ‘consumer
society’. She believes that this phenomenon affects
consciousness and shapes our sense. of ourselves, our
desires, our priorities and our aspirations and values.
Inanimate things become signs for how to perceive
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people. They become identity badges which convey
information about gender, class and style (Orbach,‘
1993: 13). It is no wonder then, that advertising plays
an important role in both shaping and reflecting cul-
ture. Commercials and advertisements usually show
recognizable and socially acceptable situations,
although they also try to sway public opinion towards
new products and services. The role-appropriate behav-
iour learnt by men and women is reinforced by the
media, especially in terms of femininity. Women are

~ constantly reminded to remain attractive and young
forever (Cross, 1996: 91). Helen McDonald believes
that ‘the ideal female body’ these days has become a
marketing strategy. Capitalism has contributed to the
promotion of thinness, emphasising the fit, slim body
as the key to cultural and social power (McDonald,
2001: 2).

It is factors such as these which placé women at the
top of the consumer market. For Mady Schutzman, the
commercial brand—'naming of the female body strips off
layers of identity, consuming as it labels. She believes
that the consumption of products may be a woman’s
way of putting back what has been stripped away.
Ironically though, these layers wear out and become
obsolete, relaying the very notion that will attract yet
more consumptive gazes (Schutzman, 1999: 54-55),
Capitalism makes sure that this ‘ideal’ women strive
towards with all their purchasing power, is difficult,
obscure and ever-changing, ensuring an ongoing cycle
(McDonald, 2001: 2). Rebecca Schneider suggests that
it is precisely this inaccessibility of commodities or
ideals which sums up the desire for access, and that is
what propels the purchase of the commodity in ques-
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tion. In acquiring the object, one is convinced with the
assurance that one can never fully possess that which
one has acquired (Schneider, 1997: 93). Peggy Phelan
believes that “impossibility maintains, rather than can-
cels the desire for it” (Phelan, 1993: 14) She elabo-
rates that the desire for the real ié always marked by
loss, but it is this loss that fuels the desire. For
Schutzman, woman represents both loss and acquisi-
tion. She represents something that is forever alterable,
but still lives on. These images encode notions of
exchange until the difference between commodities
and women narrow and become undistinguishable.
Images of women consume womens' reality
(Schutzman, 1999: 58).

The inaccessibility and loss referred to by Schneider
and Phelan are clearly born out in light of the above
statement, in that the ‘ideal’ or ‘real’ (as Phelan puts
it) that women strive for, is in fact not real.
Advertisements have successfully convinced women to
aspire to a concept that very often doesn’t exist, yet the
subtlety with which this is done ensures their co-opera-
tion and worse still, has them coming back for more.

In the context of the prevalence of eating disorders
today, Susan Bordo believes that the fluctuation of con-
sumerism is reflected in the binge-purge motif. She

believes that females binge on false promises, denying
their bodies health, growing out of shape and out of

order (Bordo, 1990: 49-50). Schutzman adds that on -
the other hand society binges on the female body. ’She
believes that the bulimic response of women is perhaps
a reflection of the ambivalent position of the female
body (Schutzman, 1999: 151). Susan Sontag in




. Women, states that any large-scale picturing of women
is linked to an ongoing story of the way in which
women are represented, and the way in which they are
invited to perceive themselves {Sontag, 1999: 20).
Similarly, John Berger believes that photographic
images are linked to womens' images of themselves.
Women experience themselves as observers, as under
scrutiny (Berger, 1972: 64). In terms of a feminist
cultural point of view in relation to this, criticism has
arisen that anorexia is a form of ‘reading disorder’ in
terms of the way in which women have come to per-
ceive media images. Abigail Bray, in The Anorexic
Body: Reading Disorders, points out how metaphors of
consumption have been attached to the anorexic body.
She states that “An excessive consumption of media
images...activates a pathological fear of...consump-
tion...Over-reading produces under eating” (Bray,
1996: 415).

Naomi Wolf agrees with this notion stating that:

Men may be exposed to fashion models,
which they see, but do not adopt as role mod-
els. Women on the other hand, react very
strongly to images, scraps of paper. Women
treat mannequins as if they are paradigms.
(Wolf, 1990: 59-62)

Fashion Photography
While representations of the female body remain a

common theme across a wide range of art forms, it is
perhaps the development of fashion photography as a

genre in the 1920s that replaced the painted Venus
with the supermodel. The fashion imagery of the
twentieth century, with its position in the media and
consumer society, and the ability to reach the masses,
began to influence beauty and bodily ideals in feminine
representation.

In terms of fashion, Elizabeth Wilson believes that in
society, dress and the body together create a given
desired effect. Referring to an exhibition of Pierre
Cardin fashion, Wilson explains that without the body
the clothes seemed abstract and uncanny. She suggests
that this clearly demonstrates the importance of the
body in fashion, supporting the notion that the realm of
fashion plays an important role when considering the
body in cultural studies (Wilson, 1992: 9-15).

According to Rosetta Brooks, photographers have tradi-
tionally been inclined to regard the ‘captured’ moment
as a more powerful point in photography, where the
‘real’ world reproduces itself. This has been considered
more creative than the mass-produced processes
involved with associating an image with a commodity.
Brooks believes that fashion and advertising photogra-
phy should be seen in light of Walter Benjamin's theory
of the 1940s; as the process of mechanical reproduc-
tion in terms of the ‘contrived’ image (Brooks, 1992:
17). According to Sontag, “fashion photography is
based on the fact that something can be more beautiful
in a photograph than in real life” (Sontag, 1977: 104).
For Mady Schutzman, a photographic image claims to
provide real information about something, but then it
pushes that realness into a distortion that becomes
surreal (Schutzman, 1999: 70).
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‘In this regard, perhaps much of the success and‘power

of today's representations should give credit to technol-
ogy. Techniques such as airbrushing, photo re-touching
and image manipulation have given women the sense
that scrutiny has become super-human. The eye of the
camera has developed a judgement that has overtaken
and outdone the imperfect human eye. It has magnified
the flaws people cannot detect. According to Naomi -
Wolf, “perfection now has to survive the microscope”
(Wolf, 1990: 109). One of the concepts of what
Schutzman calls a ‘crisis of representation’, is that
technologies of the industry of reproduction are capable
of so much more than mere light, exposure and framing
manipulations, making transformations radical and ren-
dering notions of the real (already challenged by the
mass media) even more questionable. She states that:

Advertising images of women abound with
twins...echoes and reflection that remind us
we are never alone...forever sharing our
consciousness with visions of our bodies
transmuted into something both ideal and
unrealisable... photographic representation
particularly promotes the fraudulent fact.
(Schutzman, 1999: 173)

In mass-produced fashion photography the female body

itsetf undergoes a technological transformation. In these

images, the female body is codified by doubling, or mul-
tiplying. She becomes more than herself, not herself,
reproducible, a copy, replaceable and excessive
(Schutzman, 1999: 60). According to Roland Barthes, it
is when photography uses the female body as its object,
that reality becomes abstracted. The female body repre-
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sents something other than herself (Barthes, 1987: 91).
In terms of this ‘other’ Barthes refers to, an interesting
notion to consider is the obscure message the reader
receives, when the focus on the size and shape of a
woman’s body dominates the image and becomes more
obvious than the original intent of promoting a product.
Wendy Chapkis puts forward a valid point, suggesting the
metaphor of fashion photographs to be apt in that they
are totally static. She refers to these images as “still lives |
of unchanging perfection” where the female body is actu-
ally a “constantly changing landscape” (Chapkis, 1986
16-17). Nicholas Mirzoeff in Bodyscape, believes that it
is the tension between the imperfection of the body
itself, and the idealized body in representation, and the
uneasiness resulting from this awareness, that has moti-
vated art practice and the criticism of representations of
the body (Mirzoeff, 1995: 19). This notion bears truth to
the fact that representations of women for the most part,
have been just that; representations and not the real
thing, and the ideals women strive towards are very often
not real, or at least not physically normal and healthy.

This warped idea of the ideal has led to discussions of
body shape in relation to fashion as being dominated
by moralistic concerns in terms of health, especially
with regard to the prevalence of eating disorders today.
For it is precisely this body that one tries hardest to
alter. Wilson questions the popular view that the use of
young, pre-pubescent models has ‘caused’ anorexia
nervosa (Wilson, 1992: 17). Instead she looks to
Michel Foucault's notion of the ‘disciplined bodyf,
which | will refer to in more detail in the context of
obsession and control, which are common characteris-
tics of anorexic behaviour.






























| ultimately, why anorexia is often seen as symptomatic of
our modern society (Folker, 1999: 1).

The Body: A Medium of Culture

Michel Foucault, in Discipline and Punish, speaks
about the body as being constantly in the grip of cul-
tural practices. He elaborates:

...The body is...directly involved in a politi-
cal field, power relations have an immediate
hold upon it, they invest in it, mark it, train it,
torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to per-
form ceremonies, to emit signs. {Foucault,
1979: 20)

The anthropologist Mary Douglas has put forward the
notion of the body as a powerful symbolic form. She
believes the body to be a surface on which the rules,
hierarchies and metaphysical commitments of culture
are inscribed, and are thus re-enforced through the lan-
guage of the body (Douglas, 1996: 25). In terms of the
body’s materiality, Susan Bordo refers to the post-
modern reading of the body as malleable plastic,
shaped to the meanings we choose. She believes that
the daily rituals through which we attend to the body,
point to the body as a medium of culture (Bordo,
1993: 165). Similar to Bordo, Jean Grimshaw charac-
terises the body as a kind of ‘cultural plastic’ which
one can shape at will (Grimshaw, 1999: 93).
According to Rosalind Coward the body is a site on
which feminine culture can be literally manufactured
(Coward, 1984: 80-81). Tamsin Wilton sees the body
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as an event situated in time, rather than as an object
located in space. She believes that:

Bodies are chronically changeable and subject
to time and to processes that are frequently
beyond our control. Gender is a process rather
than a property of bodies, in which the ‘con-
versation’ between the body and the social is
continually recreated. (Wilton, 1996: 7)

Jane Arthurs and Jean Grimshaw state that the body

should not be seen as given, as pure nature, or as an-

object on which cultural ideology is written, but rather
as the subject of social inscription. They feel that it is
constructed by many forms of social discipline (Arthurs
& Grimshaw, 1999: 7). Similarly Cor Baerveldt and '
Paul Voestermans see the body as a thing that certain
discursive meanings attatch themselves to (Baerveldt & -
Voestermans, 1996: 1). Elizabeth Grosz emphasises
that the body is not only the site of the inscription of
power and knowledge, but also a site of resistance, for
it has the possibility of being self-marked, self-repre- '
sented in alternative ways (Grosz, 1995: 64). In
Marianne Thesander's book The Feminine Ideal, she
states that the formed and moulded body suggests our
affiliation to culture and our position in society. She
examines how the ‘natural’ body is reformed into pre-
vailing cultural feminine ideais (Thesander, 1997: 9).

The body becomes a sort of mannequin which
‘wears the signs of sex, power, status, and the
like," and as such serves as the battleground
for body politics. (Baerveldt & Voestermans,
1996: 2)



What comes to the fore is that the (female) body and
culture are undeniably and inextricably linked. The
reference to bodies as plastic, malleable and moulded
is particularly valid in today’s society, in that many
women use their bodies as a so-called voice in what
Douglas refers to as a “language of the body” (Douglas,
1996: 25); For many women this involves the changing
shape, size and appearance of their bodies, making a
statement that is perhaps a form of resistance, but is
nevertheless both a response to, and a result of cultural
processes.

Helen Malson in The Thin Woman, defines the anorexic
body as a place on which many discursive currents con-
verge, resulting in it being a passive surface, refiecting
the power relations of an era (Malson, 1997: 231). One
could conclude then, that anorexia sufferers are not
merely victims of a unique condition, but rather bear
truth to some distressing facts about culture, offering
their bodies as aggressively graphic texts that demand
to be read as cultural statements.

The body, offered as a woman’s-ticket into
society, becomes her mouthpiece. in her
-attempts to conform or reject contemporary
ideals...she uses the weapon so often directed
against her, she speaks with her body.
{Orbach, 1993: 28)

In light of the above, some interesting correlations can
be seen in the work of artists such as Vanessa Beecroft,
Cindy Sherman and Orlan. Beecroft’s performance work
involving naked models, displays these women in such
a way (expressioniess and mute) that their bodies

become the focal point, speaking for themselves.
Orfan’s work operates similarly in that the extreme way
in which she manipulates her body certainly brings to
mind the notion of an aggressive and graphic text, and
begs one to consider the context which prompts her to
produce such a radical artform.
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image, likening the body to a text that should be read.
Having focused on bodil'y acts as forms of communica-
tion, there is the notion of anorexia as a voice in terms
of a spoken language, a reference to the system of
encoding used in the work as a form of relaying a mes-
sage, and to the text and written elements involving the
reading thereof. All of which refer strongly to the realm
of semiotics, or meaning production in relation to sign
systems. It seems that the case of anorexia is ultimate-
ly about displaying a powerful message, which is
relayed to the world in what is perhaps a more effective
mode of communication than writing or speaking. The
body silently ‘shouts out’ this message.

The artworks take the form of pixilated digital inkjet
prints, which are adhered to a layer of flexible
polyurethane foam, and then built up, pixel by pixel
onto a firm surface. Each 20 x 20mm pixel contains a
piece of information in the form of iconography drawn
from the food, fashion, consumerism and health and
fitness industries, encoding the entire image in a spe-
cific context. The finished works are squares, mirroring
the shape of the pixel, 1 500 x 1 500mm in dimen-
sion, depicting a slightly reflective, rippled and soft
surface. An intimate and close-up take of different
parts of the body are seen from the author's perspec-
tive, rendering the camera an extension of the artist’s
own eye. As a result of this, the works often take on
odd compositions and slightly distorted and abstract
elements. The colour of the works has been reduced to
subtle flesh tones rather than full colour, as a means
to enhance the p‘rivaté and intimate nature of the
works,

The pixel plays an important role in the work, pointing
to @ number of elements that should be noted. The first
of which is the idea of scale. According to Ron
Br{nkmann, in The Art and Science of Digital
Compositing, the most obvious form of measurement in
a digital image is the number of pixels used to create
the image. Basically, the pixel count for an image is
the primary measurement of an image’s resolution; the
greater the spatial resolution, the finer the detail of the
image (Brinkmann, 1999: 17). Since the images are
large and pixilated, the viewer is forced to stand at a
distance in order to make them resolve visually. While
the image resolves at a distance, the information con-
tained within each individual pixel cannot be seen, and
requires the viewer to come forward to within a few
centimetres of the work. Tension is created here
through this constant pull between intimacy and dis-
tance. Enlarging. a specific area for the purpose of
immense scrutiny is crucial to the work as well. It
relates to the notion of scale, and is prompted by the
presence of the pixel. Repetition in the work also points
to the use of the pixel. The colours of the pixels mak-
ing up a digital image are often repeated, or vary slight-
ly from one to the next, and in keeping with this
notion, the information contained within the pixels in
these works operates similarly. It becomes apparent
that the contents of these pixels are variations of the
same thing, if not repeated exactly. This repetition
points to the notion of excess. Other relevant elements
to note in terms of the pixel are fragmentation, control
and conformity, which will be expanded on in the fol-
lowing sections.
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Food, Flesh and Fat

It is said that there is nothing on this earth

which is not as much beloved by one nation
as it is detested by another; our preferences
about what we eat are determined by social

and cultura! conditions as much as by nutri-
tion. (Stephen Bayley, 1991:177)

Since the project focuses on the female body in terms
of eating disorders, notions of food and eating with
regard to women are important areas to address. The
fact that food seems to plague women is a discussed
and acknowledged aspect of everyday life. Food is often
the medium through which women are addressed, not
only in terms of what and how much they themselves
eat, but to the preparation and cooking of food for oth-
ers. Food has become a language of women's response
(Orbach, 1993: 3). Betterton puts forward the notion
that food offers a way of exploring the pleasures and
dangers of the limits of the body. These ways are par-
ticularly relevant to wome'ﬁ, not only because food is
gendered in culture as feminine, but because it makes
way for the discussion of other elements of female
identity (Betterton, 1996: 160).

Eating, for many women, is not merely an action played
out as a necessary means to survive, or as one of enjoy-
ment. It has rather, and specifically in the context of
eating disorders, become an area of conflict and fear.
Much of this fear is generated from the idea of food
that is eaten turning into ‘flesh’ or worse ‘fat’.
According to William Ewing, whether figuratively or
metaphoricany speaking, the notion of flesh usually

refers to ‘flesh and blood’; the whole physical sub-
stance of the body - organ, fluid, muscle and bone
(Ewing, 1994: 142). However, it is anorexia sufferers
that have developed the concept of ‘flesh’ into fears of
‘fat", for in their eyes ‘flesh’ resembles pure fat, some-
thing disgusting and unsightly. Mary Douglas suggests
that eating is a process whereby a formal organic mat-
ter (food) enters the body and then changes into anoth-
er (flesh). The anorexic, by refusing this invasion of the
body, tries to retain purity, essence, bare bones, feeling
the need to totally eliminate flesh in order to become
pure {Douglas, 1991: 20).

Rosemary Betterton believes that for women, fatness
signifies a loss of control as well as a failure of femi-
nine identity. She notes that this goes as far back as
Freud’s hysteric patients in the Victorian era (Betterton,
1996: 131). Joan Brumberg notes that food in the
Victorian era was made to be feared, as it was linked to
gluttony and physical ugliness, and the consumption of
meat, or the flesh of animals, was considered to pro-
duce heat, which in turn stimulated blood production,
fat and passion (Brumberg, 1988: 176-177). It seems,
in a sense that not much has changed with regard to
women's eating habits and the negative associations
with flesh.

Fatness, according to Naomi Wolf (unless in the form
of obesity as an illness), is seldom correlated with ill
health, and thus female fat is in itself not unhealthy,
yet it is the subject of intense public passion. Women
feel guilty about this fat in that they recognise their
bodies (in terms of the beauty myth) as society’s and
not their own. She believes that thinness then is not a
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Fragmentation

In William Ewing's book The Century of the Body, he
states that:

A fragment could have a striking visual and
emotional impact, partly because it brought
the viewer into an extremely intimate relation-
ship with the subject, and partly because
there was an intriguingly abstract- and there-
fore ambiguous- aspect to it: a fragment
simultaneously reveals and conceals. It isin a

sense, a piece of a puzzle. (Ewing, 2000: 20)

Nicholas Mirzoeff, in Bodyscape, suggeSts that the cur-
rent sense of the fragmented body is a response to the
collapse of the nineteenth century notion of the ideal
body in representation (Mirzoeff, 1995: 28). The twen-
tieth century saw fragmentation of the human body
becoming an increasingly acceptable aesthetic practice,
where these fragments began to stand as works of art
in their own right, rather than as studies to be used by
sculptors and painters. Aspects owing to the rise of
fragmentation may have been influences such as
instantaneous photography, the appropriation of body
parts in constructivist and surrealist collage, dance,
sports and medical photography, as well as cinematic
close-ups (Ewing, 1994: 36).

The practical body of work focuses on what Ewing calls
the realist fragment. This places a portion of the body
under intense scrutiny. The body is seen up-close and
in part (Ewing, 1994 32). This scrutiny refers to the
scrutiny of the body, especially in relation to specific
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parts. Jean Grimshaw, referring to the fitness industry,
claims that it is destroying the unity of the body, in
that the body is broken up into parts which need to be
worked on individually (Grimshaw, 1996: 96). In Linda
Nochlin’s The Body in Pieces, she discusses the frag-
ment as a metaphor of modernity, refering to modernity
as a concept that is constantly changing form (Nochlin,
1994: 56). Anthony Giddens too sees modernity as
fragmentary and ever changing (more of which will be
discussed later).

The fragment is made all the more prevalent in the
work through the presence of the pixel. The works
themselves depict fragments, making up a body of
work, but the pixels too can be seen as fragments of a
whole, since a pixel is the element of which a digital
image is made up. An important concept to note here
is that it is not only the relationship between one pixel
and another that serves to resolve the image, but also
the relationship between each work and the others, in
reading the body of work as a whole.

Obsession, Order and Control

In Morag MacSween's work Anorexic Bodies, she
approaches anorexia sufferers in an attempt to under-
stand their behaviour. She discovers that for many of
these women, it is a desire to exert control over their
lives. By consciously controltling weight and food, the
anorexic believes that a certain amount of success and
power will be achieved, and that this will be evident to
the world (MacSween, 1997: 201). A personal experi-
ence of anorexia bears truth to this notion and it is per-



haps the characteristic that stands out most clearly
when looking back on the experience. In light of this,
the idea of control is a major focus of the subject. One
of the most obvious elements of the practical work is
reflected in the method of construction. The decision to
use the pixel as a form of building block in the literal
sense was inspired by the challenge of making an
image manually out of its smallest elements, focusing
on the patience and obsessive control required to do
this. Adding to this, the information contained in the
pixels represent things which were part of an obsession
manifesting themselves in control issues.

Anthony Giddens, in his work Modernity and Self- -
Identity, talks about modern society and its fragmentary
nature. He believes that this phenomenon instills an
increased uncertainty in the individual and disrupts the
idea of a stable identity, leading many to feel uncertain
about their actions (Giddens, 1997: 107). In light of
this, Professor Christopher Szabo, principal psycholo-
gist at Tara hospital in Johannesburg, referring to
empowerment and societal changes in South Africa,
believes that women’s self-perception has been chal-
lenged. He states:

For many young women, the words “You can
be whatever you want to be”, are read as “You
have to be everything you can be and you
must be the best at it”. (Szabo in Duguid,
2003: 69)

Giddens suggests then that the behavior of an anorexic
is symbolic of the strive for security in a world offering
a vast amount of ambiguous choices. The anorexic, by

tightly controlling the body, provides a safe existence

" from the wide open social environment (Giddens,
1997: 107). Like Szabo and Giddens, authors such as

Lawrence (1984) and Chernin (1986), have focused on
anorexia in terms of the social position of women that
are highly educated, and having to conform to the
demands of a career, as well as to traditional feminine
roles, such as housekeeping and motherhood (Baerveldt
& Voestermans, 1996: 3). In a recent screening of the
popular South African television show Carte Blanche
(30 April 2005), an interview with a teenage girl recov-
ering from anorexia revealed that she not only recalls
controlling everything in her own life, but the routine of
those around her too.

As has already been hinted at briefly in the section on
fashion, the concept of control and discipline emerge
as a central part of the anorexic condition. Looking at

the work of Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish,

he explains how the development of industrial society
began to focus on the discipline of the body. This body
was studied, classified and controlled in this regard. He
saw the body as a representation of order and efficien-
cy, resulting in the creation of the ‘docile body’, in
other words, a “body that may be subjected, used,
transformed and improved” (Foucault, 1979: 136).

Foucault's work relates to that of Sandra Lee Bartky,
who believes that individuals, through the development
of body regimes (such as exercise programmes and
diets), gain the values required by society in order to
function successfully in that society. She suggests that
these ‘docile bodies’ are produced because of the

requirement of coercion placed on bodily activities, and
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" makes reference to fashion with regard to females, and
ultimately anorexics (Bartky in Diamond & Quinby,
1988: 64). The idea of uniforms, as well as the use of
fashion in bourgeois society as a form of regulation and
control, illustrates this regime of discipline. The corset
- is another obvious example, which has perhaps been
replaced with the regulation and contro! of diet and
exercise from the twentieth century. Since one of the
primary concerns for this project deals with the body
and its size and shape, it is necessary to note the
important connection of the body to the awareness and
control brought on by the realms of fashion.

Relating back to the artwork, looking closely at a sec-
tion of a pixilated image brings -to mind the idea of a
-grid. Since the work involved a very neat, ordered and
controlled method of arrangement, the use of grids was
necessary throughout the process. The main purpose of
these grids was to contain something or to keep some-
thing in place. These grids, in the context of the work
and made evident through their pixilated nature, may
be seen as a metaphor for control and conformity. Not
only is the pixel a perfect square, an essentially geo-
metric form, making up a curved, organic body, but
also the format of the works themselves is a square
inside which the body is contained. Almost all negative
space is eliminated to highlight this notion of contain-
ment. This idea of the tightly controlled containment of
the.square via the grid is an important element of the
work in terms of the behaviour of anorexics.
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The Individual Works

The works will bé explained in the order in which they were produced. One should note that although most of the
works deal closely with their-encoded aspect, some of them do so in a more obvious way than others. In a sense
one should imagine that the encoded aspect of any one work could be applied to any of the other images and vice
versa. o - L L ' ‘ v ‘
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Figure 43, Pamela Stretton. 2004











































Figure 57. Pameia Stretton. 2005, Access Denjed.
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