
Examining the inside versus outside of the body and unrecognizable parts of 
oneself is territory that Jeanne Dunning has explored over the past twenty years. 
In photographs from her Blob series, women react and relate in various ways 
to an amorphous, pliable, and weighty blob that is attached to their bodies. One 
woman, resting on a tile floor, meets the gaze of the camera/viewer directly. 
Though her positioning on the ground might imply that she is immobilized by this 
growth, her expression makes it seem that she is accustomed to the appendage 
and she challenges us to deal with it too. Another woman embraces the blob in 
bed, making it hard to determine if this is an abject other that she holds close or a 
part of herself. 

Dunning’s 2009 video Me Not Me continues to investigate the potential 
foreignness of the body and its psychological ramifications. This 24-minute 
work consists of re-enactments of doctor-patient interactions documented in 
medical literature. Each patient has a medical condition that renders him unable 
to recognize part of his body as his own. Dealing with the body’s boundaries 
and the subject/object coincidence is something that Dunning addressed in 
an artist statement that appeared in the catalogue for her 2006 Berkeley Art 
Museum survey Study After Untitled. “It seems to me that it’s not difficult for us 
to understand ourselves as subjects; we each experience ourself as a thinking, 
feeling I, interacting with but distinct from the world. Equally, we all know that we 
are objects in that our bodies are physical—we take up space and obey the laws 
of gravity like everything else. The difficulty comes in reconciling the two and 
understanding how we are both subjects and objects at the same time.”

Kristine Thompson
Assistant Curator, UCR/CMP

above: Carrie Yury, Shared Flat (from the series Room), Archival inkjet print diptych in frame, 21 x 41.5”   2008
  courtesy of the artist and Sam Lee Gallery, Los Angeles
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Twisted Selves  presents the work of contemporary artists who depict the human 
figure in altered, unexpected and disorienting ways. Via the use of collage 
techniques, sculptural props, digital alterations, magnified points of view, and 
specific historical references, their work explores how the physicality of the body 
affects our social and psychological senses of self. For some, the camera proves 
to be an appropriate tool to representationally tweak the body and examine 
corporeality, grotesqueness, desire, gender, and self-image. Others manipulate 
the material properties of photographic prints—severing and splicing the body’s 
image in order to symbolically point to the limits and malleability of the tangible 
body. 

Carrie Yury’s photographic diptychs from her Room series address the ways 
in which female bodies have been gendered and sexualized socially and art 
historically. The works contain women’s bodies that are twisted, split between 
two frames, and reassembled. These images simultaneously refer to and disrupt 
the classical female nude, as they contain a mixture of fantasy and refusal. The 
models (wearing only underwear and typically lounging in their beds) turn the 
lower parts of their bodies toward the viewer, but the upper bodies face away—
denying access to the face and breasts. As curator Ciara Ennis noted in a 2009 
essay about the series, dividing these figures between two panels is also a nod to 
stereographic photography. However, unlike stereo images that attempt to mimic 
how our eyes work and create the illusion of accurate, three-dimensional space, 
these photographic combinations result in impossible and distorted views of these 
women and the rooms they are situated in. The domestic environments further 
complicate and influence our read of these individuals by hinting at issues of class 
and suggesting how identity is also linked to belongings and personal spaces.

In her Untitled Female Form works, Julie Shafer also deals with the female 
nude, zooming in on her own flesh and considering the body as substance 
and material that bears the effects and marks of history. The macroscopic 
perspective of her photographs is disorienting—moving our understanding of the 

figure into more abstract 
and phenomenological 
territory and causing us to 
question what part of the 
body we’re seeing. 

The vantage point of 
her camera enables a 
kind of examination and 
scrutiny that tends to be 
reserved for the gaze 
of a lover, or perhaps a 
medical professional. The 
skin appears almost like 
topography to be surveyed 

and traversed, complete with landmarks of moles, veins, scars and hair. 
Here, disjointed and decontextualized from the body as a whole, these parts 
resist typical desire or objectification and instead force us to confront our own 
reactions to the harsh realities of the flesh.

Wangechi Mutu uses collaged photographic imagery to suggest startling 
juxtapositions and create fantastical new forms. Mutu often culls material 
from fashion and porn magazines, National Geographic, and medical texts. 
She mashes together and 
recontextualizes these images to 
point to how gender, race, and 
cultural stereotypes are inscribed 
on bodies.  In the particular works 
on view here, she merges human 
figures, animals, machinery, 
corsets of jewelry, woodgrain, and 
lush fabrics atop found medical 
illustrations. Mutu’s final works 
are unique objects, in some 
cases with glitter, string or other 
tactile materials added to the 
surface to push the commingling 
of beauty and the grotesque.  In a 
catalogue interview for the 2006 
New Museum exhibition Collage: 
The Unmonumental Picture, Mutu 
claimed, “When images in my 
work merge, they participate in a 
raucous mating dance producing 
a stinky, sinister, gorgeous, little 
transgender fruit.”

Aimée Beaubien also collages photographs to create 
beguiling new propositions that are reminiscent of Dadaist 
photomontages. By repeating, twisting, and merging various 
segments of the body, the resulting works at times lean 
toward abstraction or minimalism and  suggest altogether 
new anatomical forms. Rather than use a seamless, digital 
cut-and-paste method, Beaubien foregrounds the work 
of her hand in non-
uniform cuts, layers of 
black and white prints, 
and strokes of paint 
that she sometimes 
applies to the surface 
of the photographs. 
Reel no. 7.2 involves 
a loop of stomachs, 
cut and assembled 
into the shape of an 
orifice through which 
a grouping of arms or 
legs can be glimpsed. 
The circular construction 
also looks a bit like the 
aperture of a camera lens, pointing back to the mechanism of 
production and the manipulation of both image and object.

Unlike Beaubien, Marco Rios relies on digital 
tools to alter self-portraits and present the body 
as a kind of surreal site where physicality is linked 
to psychology in a hyperbolic manner. In one 
photograph, his head is morphed into a walnut; 
in another, his body is splayed in half—revealing 
undigested innards of spaghetti and meatballs; and 
in a third image, the brain is depicted as if it were a 
bowl of ramen noodles to be warmed up, spooned 
out and consumed. These works employ visual 
and linguistic puns to make Rios’ autobiographical 
themes of self-image, despair, and desire more 
palatable. 

Malleable subjects and objects

above (top to bottom):    Aimée Beaubien, Crack, Gelatin silver prints, 30.5 x 14.5”    1999
              Aimée Beaubien, Reel no. 7.2, Gelatin silver prints and paint, 18 x 16.5“    2002
              Marco Rios, Untitled (from Plasma Pool series), Archival pigment print in walnut frame, 12.5 x 6.5”   2010
              courtesy of the artist and Simon Preston Gallery, New York
middle (top to bottom):   Julie Shafer, Untitled Female Form #16, Archival inkjet print, 24 x 36”   2011  
              Wangechi Mutu, Twin Rivalry, Mixed media collage on found medical illustration,  21 x 17”    2011
              courtesy of the artist and Susanne Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects. Photo credit: Robert Wedemeyer          
far left:                Carrie Yury, Two Beds (from the series Room), Archival inkjet print diptych in frame, 21 x 41.5”   2008
              courtesy of the artist and Sam Lee Gallery, Los Angeles
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