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Abstract 

This is a practice led thesis comprised of an exhibition of artworks and an 

exegesis. The thesis focuses on the ineffably undertowed nature of identity and 

how that nature may be expressed through transcendental performance that 

positively engages fetish and costume. While the foundational concepts of 

performative and essentialist identity formations are well established in artistic 

and socio-political discourses, I argue that identity is not an entirely performative 

social construct nor a pre-existing essentialist stagnation. Moreover, the 

dominance of performative and essentialist discourses in contemporary artistic 

investigations of identity are problematically binary and limited to a Western 

context. I therefore engage with texts and artworks that examine identity from 

beyond this scope. Using an embodied understanding of transcendence that 

relates to the active relationship between an individual and all that exists, I will 

demonstrate that my performance of identity is an innately transcendental state of 

becoming that cannot and should not be formulated methodically. 

My transcendental performance of identity and understanding of identity’s 

undertowed nature is parsed by fetish and costume. My cultural background 

positions me between Western, Middle Eastern, and North African perspectives—

which accounts for my deviation from performative and essentialist conceptions 

of identity—and enables me to engage positively with fetish. Historically and 

theoretically marginalised, the paradigm of fetish establishes that my research is 

similarly marginal and located between multiple dominant bodies of knowledge. 

Instead of its traditionally negative connotations, in this thesis fetish is understood 

as a special order of objects into which transcendental elements of identity are 

invested, embodied, and interacted with through performance. Fetish is thus 

understood as a personal and powerful device of transformation that engages with 

identity’s undertowed nature. 

Working in tandem with fetish is my use of costume as a practice and 

concept that unifies interior and exterior experiences of identity with the material 

world. Costume acts by cohering and hyperbolically manifesting identities through 

a myriad of methods. Identity’s embodiment through costumed performance 
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enables individuals to address the ambivalence and ambiguity of identity, discover 

occulted facets of themselves, and gain respect for the difference of others. 

This research proposes that identity is ultimately unknowable. However, by 

engaging with its undertowed nature, fetish and costume offer tangible methods 

of experiencing and expressing fantastical selves that are unencumbered by 

conventional and oppositional considerations of authenticity and social 

responsibility. This thesis will therefore contribute significantly to the discourse of 

identity in contemporary performance art. The culmination of the visual and 

textual research done in this thesis exceeds purely Western conceptions of identity. 

It sublimates fetish from its strongly negative uses in academic texts and redirects 

identity, transcendence, fetish, and costume towards the primacy of the human 

body as a locus of rigorous examination of the relationships between people and 

themselves, each other, and the world around them. 
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texts that correlate to two dominant and supposedly opposing ways of approaching 

identity: performativity and essentialism. In a chronological reversal—and 

sustained within the scope of portrait photography—I will first position 

performativity as the current dominant apprehension of identity within the cluster 

of artistic practices and discourses which relate to this thesis. Performativity’s 

examination will occur through the combination of analysis of photographs by 

Cindy Sherman (1954–) alongside several texts including Judith Butler’s canonical 

book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990). Albeit risking 

the reiteration of trite and overused connections between a paradigmatic pair such 

as Sherman and Butler, I consider that it is important in this thesis to revisit the 

foundational concepts of performativity and its manifestation in art that are so 

heavily influenced by these two important women. The significance of revisiting 

performativity’s basic premise lies in justifying my intention to deviate from this 

framework. I intend to ground my use of performance and costume, for example, 

as being related to other artists in this field. However, I will also demonstrate that 

my ideas and methods are different from those of my predecessors and 

contemporaries in several ways. My divergence from a solely performative 

understanding of identity is also precipitated by its dismissal of the notion that 

identity possesses essence. I consider that identity is essential, and that this 

essence is dynamically undertowed (that is, persistently present but concealed and 

subsiding beneath) in my artworks through a specific combination of elements and 

strategies which will be discussed throughout this thesis. Finally, I consider that 

performativity fixates on the social structuring of identity too greatly, whereas my 

research privileges the investigation of one’s identity from the point of view of the 

individual as well as through society. 

While my acceptance of the idea that identity is essential would seem to 

suggest that I should approach identity through essentialism instead of 

performativity, in Chapter 1 I will address why essentialism does not describe my 

position. This will primarily be done by tracing the changes in attitudes that have 

occurred to conceptions of identity throughout the history of photographic 
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portraiture. This will be facilitated through Robert Sobieszek’s book Ghost in the 

Shell: Photography and the Human Soul 1850-2000.3 

Performativity and essentialism are significant for my research because, as 

I previously suggested, my current practice has emerged partly from the 

“battleground” of these concepts.4 Nevertheless, in Chapter 1 performativity and 

essentialism will be positioned as problematically binary and distinctly Western 

contexts of thinking about identity that do not fully account for my perspective. I 

will therefore draw elements into my discussion of identity from beyond the scope 

of performativity and essentialism. These other elements are no less significant. 

They relate to my understanding and performance of identity as being an 

intrinsically transcendental undertaking. This will be addressed through 

theological and philosophical texts and art. 

To that end I will conclude Chapter 1 by examining the specific relationship 

between identity and transcendence in my studio outputs. Transcendence is a 

tantamount and persistent element of my research that often connotes rapturous 

disembodiment, religious dogmas, and science fiction when it is simply about 

personal self-exceedance—the desire to develop, be connected to, and in 

equilibrium with all that exists.5 In this thesis, the notion of transcendence is 

evident in the mystical or ritualistic undertones of my imagery, rituals being 

defined as performances with a sacred or mystical quality.6 The connection that is 

retained between transcendence and the body (through performance) is evidence 

that transcendence is also understood in this thesis as a fundamentally embodied 

drive and process. Transcendence is not a supernatural, technological, or dualistic 

exodus of consciousness from the body. This will partly be elaborated upon by 

citing theologian and Catholic priest Daniel Helminiak’s book Sex and The Sacred: 

 
3 Robert A. Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell: Photography and the Human Soul 1850-2000 (Los 
Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art and MIT Press, 1999). 
4 For example, see Efrat Tseëlon, “Is the Presented Self Sincere? Goffman, Impression 
Management and the Postmodern Self,” Theory, Culture & Society 9 (1992): 120. 
5 Daniel A. Helminiak, Sex and The Sacred: Gay Identity and Spiritual Growth (New York: 
Harrington Park Press, 2006), 3. 
6 Hilda Kuper, “Costume and Identity,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 15 no. 3 (1973): 
349. 
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Gay Identity and Spiritual Growth7 as well as through philosopher Luciano Floridi’s 

metaphorical linkage between identity and cellular membranes.8 Floridi’s 

metaphor contributes to my understanding of how the self emerges, is 

distinguished from, and remains connected to the general environment, and by 

extension the transcendental orientation of identity.9 

The ideas that surround my engagement with identity will ultimately be 

able to account for the reason why my performances, such as Hibiscus Eater (Figure 

3), are positioned in simultaneous alignment with contemporary artists such as 

Sherman and with the subjects in nineteenth century French painter Théodore 

Chassériau’s depictions of the Jews of Constantine, Algeria (Figure 4). These 

Constantine Jews—who are members of my ethnic group—have little to do with 

the arguments of performativity and essentialism. They serve as a reminder that 

 
7 Helminiak, Sex and The Sacred, 2006). 
8 Luciano Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” Minds and Machines 21, No. 4 
(2011): 551-552. 
9 By “general environment” I am referring to all that is designated as exterior or other to the self. 

Figure 3: Adam Anderson, Hibiscus Eater, 2018. 
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concurrently—both a theoretical concept and also a unique object invested with 

transcendental facets of identity; an articulation of what historian William Pietz 

calls “theoretical materialism.”12 By making fetishes, using them, and channelling 

my thinking through them, fetishes enable me to tangibly interact with, discover, 

and transform into the identities contained within these objects. Above all, this 

makes fetish intensely personal. Pietz poignantly describes that “works of art are 

true fetishes only if they are material objects at least as intensely personal as the 

water of tears.”13 To Be Not Here (Figure 7) takes Pietz’s statement almost literally, 

except that (instead of tears) in this artwork I have encased a blue spinel gemstone 

inside a glass vial of my urine as a way of implying the intimacy between my body, 

identity, and the fetish earring. This relates to statements made by the surrealist 

writer Michel Leiris, who considered that “true fetishism…remains at the base of 

our human existence,” because it expresses a true, infatuated love.14 Leiris’s 

fetishism—his amoureux (the passionate state of being in love) that lies at the heart 

of being human—specifically refers to one’s love of oneself.15 Surpassing 

narcissism, Leiris’s description of fetish as humanity defining self-love is 

understood in this thesis as tethered to the transcendental search for the 

fundamental truths of human identity. Fetish’s manifestation of one’s passionate 

longing to know oneself is “projected from inside to outside and clothed in a solid 

carapace which imprisons it within the limits of a precise thing.”16 Projected from 

within outwards and imprisoned as objects, fetishes are strikingly similar to the 

identities I perform. These too can be considered as outwardly emanating 

transcendental selves that are both literally and figuratively clothed in a carapace 

that contains, limits, and binds their existence. In fact, I consider my performed 

selves as fetishes in their own right, as I will address later in Chapter 2. 

Nevertheless, fetishes are the result of a complicated and tumultuous history that 

will be accounted for in this thesis. 

 
12 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 6. 
13 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 11. 
14 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 11. 
15 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 11. 
16 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 11. 
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Chapter 2 will commence with my personal context and approach to fetish 

as a North African (Algerian) Jew. My ethnic background and upbringing position 

me in a space between Western, Middle Eastern, and African perspectives of fetish. 

Albeit an ambivalent, precarious, and complicated position to inhabit, I regard my 

position vis-à-vis fetish as also being one that is novel in the examination of the 

nature of identity through performance art. I will use several texts, images, 

anecdotes, and artwork by others and myself to illustrate my position. 

Following that I will discuss some of fetish’s positive and negative 

associations, the positive being exemplified through artworks by Leigh Bowery 

(1961-1994) and others (including myself), and the negative largely linked to the 

etymology, history, and use of the term “fetish” in Western literature. In this 

section I will show that the Western use of the word “fetish” is essentially a double 

qualification, a value judgement that positions oneself as superior and the other as 

inferior.17 This valuation is largely contingent on exposing the other’s supposed 

failure of (Western) rationality, particularly when tethered to artifice.18 The 

etymology of “fetish” is important in this thesis because it exposes the marginalised 

connectedness of artifice, fraud, the devil, women (and femininity), witchcraft, 

 
17 Emily Apter and William Pietz, Fetishism as Cultural Discourse (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1993), ix. 
18 Emily Apter, “Introduction,” in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ed. Emily Apter and William 
Pietz (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 2. 

Figure 7: Adam Anderson, To Be Not Here, 2019. Sterling silver, copper, wax, 
glass, cork, urine, lab spinel, peacock pearl. 
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non-Christian spiritual activity, non-Western peoples, racial difference, sexual 

“deviance,” and the value of fantasy in an intensely negatively charged and highly 

problematic beaded necklace of inequality.19 Because my artworks are related to 

many of the above associations, I regard that it is significant to contextualise how 

my research fits into this negative context of fetish and transforms it into positive 

assertions of identity. I will show that fetish’s negative etymological associations 

are ultimately not negative because of any innate quality that they possess but 

because of their derision and marginalisation. This relates to the history of the 

word “fetish” as being indicative of things (including people’s identity) that 

threaten or undermine the so-called superiority of patriarchal Western 

intellectual, commercial, and religious institutions.20 

Thankfully, art that incorporates performance can sublimate fetish from its 

theoretical negativity and demonstrate its fundamentally positive function. 

Bowery and Phasmahammer are two artists that positively call upon fantasy and 

magical thinking (an ancient form of intelligence governed by complex and 

divergent networks of association)21 in order to reach transcendental elements of 

identity. Aided by Pietz, a more positive and coherent understanding of fetish may 

therefore be posited. This understanding of fetish delineates four main conditions 

for the formation of a fetish.22 In Chapter 2 I will address each condition 

individually with respect to various artworks and texts, as well as the relevance and 

role of these in my research. 

The first condition of fetish is irreducible materiality, simply that a fetish is 

always, and quintessentially, an object.23 As I will address, even in dominant 

theorisations of fetish such as its sexual context, where the focus of the discussion 

is the behaviour of the fetishist, this behaviour is facilitated and directed by an 

 
19 Apter, “Introduction,” 3. 
20 Apter, “Introduction,” 3. 
21 Dick Hebdige, “Style,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 
2007), 258; David Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism: A Social History of the Corset, Tight-Lacing and 
Other Forms of Body-Sculpture in the West (Totowa: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982), 10. 
22 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II: The Origin of the Fetish,” Anthropology and 
Aesthetics 13 (Spring, 1987): 23. 
23 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
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object. Therefore, it is not surprising that the primacy of the embodied status of 

identity and the objects I create are emphasised repeatedly throughout this thesis. 

The second condition is singularity, heterogeneity, and repetition.24 This 

characteristic establishes that a fetish is a singular and highly fixated upon object, 

formed in a momentous event in which transcendental identity was invested into 

the object alongside various other heterogenous elements. The power of the fetish 

is that it repetitively refers to the instance of its creation and is thus perpetually 

animate with the transcendental identity invested within it. As I will show, this 

condition quite accurately encapsulates my method of performing selves. The third 

characteristic concerns the constructed nature of value, specifically value’s 

nonuniversality and incommunicability in contexts where different cultures 

intersect.25 This characteristic refers to the enormously mismatched values placed 

on certain objects by different cultures and the (problematic) relationship that 

establishes between those cultures. Evidence of this condition is found in the 

African-European trade of fetishes and relates to the marginal status of artists that 

work with fetish. The final characteristic of fetish is its intimacy and proximity to 

the body of an individual.26 Fetish objects are dear to those who create and use 

them, they are kept close to the body and subjugate it to the fetish’s own will in 

order to yield its effect. Therefore, it not a coincidence that most fetishes are 

wearable objects and that those objects are often uncomfortable. This certainly 

includes the vast majority of the fetishes that feature in my artworks. It is also for 

this reason that significant overlap exists in this thesis between fetish and costume, 

the subject of Chapter 3: Costume—It’s Lacroix, Sweety. 

As with the word “fetish,” when most people hear the word “costume” a very 

particular image can be conjured. Perhaps that image is one of decadently jovial 

and carefree people attending a fancy-dress party, such as Katy Perry in her 

hamburger costume at the 2019 Met Gala (Figure 8). Alternatively, “costume” may 

conjure an image of attire that represents nations, eras, ideologies, or traditions, 

such as the Japanese kimono (Figure 9). In this thesis, costume signifies both of 

 
24 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
25 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 9-10. 
26 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 10. 
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To begin to contextualise the role of costume in my research, I will examine 

dress and adornment as the most inclusive category in which I locate my 

understanding of costume.27 Within dress and adornment, the element which 

contributes most significantly to my apprehension of costume is that dress and 

adornment conflate identity, the body, and the materials involved in dressing and 

adorning oneself, rendering them an inseparable totality.28 Additionally, from 

dress and adornment I take into costume the broadness of methods and practices 

encompassed by these terms, which in this thesis include clothing, jewellery, 

makeup, shoes, accessories, piercings, tattoos, and all manner of styling and bodily 

alterations.29 

Next, to pinpoint the role of costume in my research with more accuracy, I 

will enter into another pair of terms: fashion and body modification. A comparison 

of fashion and body modification, which are often positioned as oppositional, 

addresses themes of essence and artifice, transformation, and permanence and 

impermanence—themes that I perceive as being significant in costume and its 

relationship with identity. Further, I will extract from fashion and body 

modification their embeddedness and relationship with transcendence and the 

human life cycle, which is similarly embedded within costume.30 

Following fashion and body modification I will examine qualities of 

costume drawn from masking and masquerade. I am particularly interested in the 

role of reflexivity, hyperbole, ritual, and performance that are strongly tethered to 

these practices.31 Masking and masquerade make explicit the important and 

ancient relationship that costume shares with transcendence and the ways in 

 
27 Ted Polhemus and Lynn Procter, Fashion & Anti-Fashion: An Anthropology of Clothing and 
Adornment (London: Thames and Hudson, 1978), 9. 
28 Joanne Entwistle, “Addressing the Body,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard 
(New York: Routledge, 2007), 276. 
29 Polhemus and Procter, Fashion & Anti-Fashion, 9. 
30 Exemplified in Elizabeth Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, ed. 
Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 2007), 21. 
31 Efrat Tseëlon, “From Fashion to Masquerade: Towards an Ungendered Paradigm,” in Body 
Dressing: Dress, Body, Culture, ed. Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 
108. 
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which humans inquire into the fundamental features of their own existence 

(solidified quite prominently in the use of face masks). 

The final term which I will discuss in order to explain costume is epidermic 

self-awareness. This term relates to the idea that uncomfortable items of dress and 

adornment force an individual to experience identity’s exteriority, its embodied 

rather than cerebral qualities.32 Strongly resonating with the assertive control 

exerted by fetishes upon the body, I argue that epidermic self-awareness possesses 

the ability to force otherwise occulted facets of identity into the embodied 

consciousness of an individual. These thus become interactively tangible. 

Epidermic self-awareness’s contribution to my understanding of costume exposes 

the individual to transcendental new experiences of selfhood because they extend 

one’s knowledge of what it means to be oneself. In doing so, costume’s epidermic 

self-awareness also grants the individual new appreciations of how other people 

experience identity. It does this by linking different people’s identities through the 

experiential interaction of the body with items of attire. Finally, this process 

connects people not only to each other’s ways of experiencing identity but also to 

the material world, as the environment that facilitates transcendental 

transformation and self-discovery. 

With its increased respect for the similarities and differences of other 

people and the environment, the investigation of identity’s undertowed nature 

through transcendental performance involving fetish and costume can potentially 

help to create a sense of diverse unity between individuals, their own sense of 

identity, and all that exists around them. 

 

 
32 Umberto Eco quoted in Joanne Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” in Body Dressing: Dress, Body, 
Culture, ed. Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 44. 
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Chapter 1: Identity—Presence in Absentia 

I have lost my origin 
And I don't want to find it again 

Whether sailing into nature's laws 
And be held by ocean's paws1 

 

1.1 Performativity 

To begin to articulate my understanding of identity, there are several simple 

but noteworthy attributes of identity that should be recognised. As sociologist Tim 

Edwards explains, identity is not neutral, it is socially shaped, and most 

importantly (according to him), political.2 The primacy of identity’s socio-political 

charge makes sense from the point of view of sociology and its related fields. 

However, this thesis is based in artistic practice and not the social sciences, the 

primacy of identity is therefore found in how it is engaged with artistically and not 

just in a socio-political context. According to Edwards, identity is defined as “a 

social sense of one's own individuality and location in the wider society, or as the 

process of self-definition and self-presentation in everyday life”.3 Edwards’s 

definition of identity is paradoxical in its elegantly determinate clarity and 

ambiguous open-endedness. On one hand, Edwards articulates that even an 

individual’s own sense of self is sustained and embedded within society, while on 

the other hand offering that an individual defines and presents oneself in an 

ongoing and daily process of becoming oneself.4 While the unruly multiple-

meanings and ambiguous open-endedness of identity are sometimes challenging 

to theory, it is embraced in a lot of art that deals with the subject, including my 

own. Recognising the ambivalence within his definition of identity, Edwards 

acknowledges that “there is an intense sense of conflict here,” with identity being 

seen as simultaneously fixed and singular, contradictory, ill-fitting, and projected 

into the desired future.5 This “conflict” will not be recognised as such in this thesis, 

because art is quite capable of upholding a concurrent engagement with the 

 
1 Björk, “Wanderlust,” 2007. 
2 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
3 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
4 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
5 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
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singularity and multiplicity of identity—it is not a conflict but a symbiosis. 

Edwards states that identity can seem ill-fitting because despite appearing 

singular, “identities [sic],” (suddenly appearing in plural) have a propensity to be 

multiple and change continuously with respect to time and place.6 I am not in 

disagreement with Edwards’s use of plurality in describing a single individual’s 

identity and identities, especially within a socio-political context. Nevertheless, 

there is an overarching sense from Edwards’ statements that identity is a 

troublesome subject that tests the limits of what can rationally be ordered and 

accounted for in theory and language. In this thesis, identity’s paradoxes—

including its simultaneous singularity and plurality—will be embraced. Moreover, 

identity will be examined from beyond the rationality that underpins Western 

theory through a positive engagement with the irrationality of the magical 

thinking of fetish (in Chapter 2) as well as through costume (in Chapter 3). 

The disorderly conflict that Edwards describes between the self being a 

fixed entity and yet multiple and changing is a space that my practice comfortably 

inhabits. Clothed in Solid Carapace (Figure 10 and Figure 11) is an artwork that I 

exhibited in October 2019 in The Morgue Gallery at the Chelsea College of Art 

(University of the Arts, London). It is composed of six 84.1 x 118.9 cm photographic 

prints depicting my face as it appeared across six performances. In Clothed in Solid 

Carapace my identity is examined through a suite of multiple and heterogeneous 

performed identities.7 However, within the apparent fluidity, multiplicity, and 

artifice, Clothed in Solid Carapace suggests an undertowed unity that stems from 

an occulted essence—one that is open to a transcendental self-apprehension. That 

is, there is a vital yet ineffable core in these self-representations that is linked to 

the transcendental drive. I will expand on this artwork throughout this chapter. 

 
6 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193, emphasis added. 
7 Distinguished from performative identities, performed identities knowingly construct and 
reflexively present multiple identities within a single person, I will elaborate upon this later in the 
chapter. 
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Figure 10: Adam Anderson, Clothed in Solid Carapace, 2019. Installation 1. 
Photographed by Brodie Sián Taberner. 

Figure 11: Adam Anderson, Clothed in Solid Carapace, 2019. Installation 2. 
Photographed by Brodie Sián Taberner. 
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consistent with Edwards’s grasp of identity as socially embedded and concerning 

self-presentation in everyday life.9 

Approaching identity as a social construct is crucial for movements that 

seek representation, rights, and equalities within social systems. In these systems, 

identity is defined through “legal, moral and motivational category[ies],” as social 

psychologist Efrat Tseëlon contends.10 Tseëlon’s apprehension of identity as being 

constituted through a set of socially prescribed categories is likely informed by 

Judith Butler’s work. Three decades on from its publication, Gender Trouble is still 

highly relevant in contemporary society because it articulated for the first time 

what may be referred to as performative identity formation, or performativity. 

Performativity almost defines its understanding of identity through its opposition 

to essentialism—in Tseëlon’s words performative identity is “a discursive 

phenomenon, not an essentialist one.”11 According to Butler, to legitimately 

register as a “person” in society, people must conform their identities to accepted 

and supposedly unified categories, gender being the primary category addressed 

by Butler.12 When identity categories such as gender, race, and sexual orientation 

amass, they constitute the overall social identity of individuals, which 

simultaneously adhere them to the “recognizable standards” prescribed by the 

social order.13 Performativity envisions the self as a social construct that is grasped, 

scoped, and expressed through these pre-existing and fragmentary categories. 

Labelled as gender, sexuality, race, and others, many of these categories pertain to 

the appearance of the body. These acceptable standards in society, and the identity 

categories they correspond to, are subject to what Butler calls “exclusionary 

practices.”14 That is, in the formation of social identity, the dimensions of a person 

 
9 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
10 Efrat Tseëlon, “Introduction,” in Masquerade and Identity: Essays on Gender, Sexuality and 
Marginality, ed. Efrat Tseëlon (London: Routledge, 2001), 3. Emphasis added. 
11 Tseëlon, “Is the Presented Self Sincere?,” 120. 
12 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 
1990), 16. 
13 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
14 Butler, Gender Trouble, 2. 
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that do not neatly fit conform to category’s particular set of defining features are 

excluded. 

While Sherman’s Bus Riders reflect her mastery of recreating recognisable 

social identities, Clothed in Solid Carapace operates differently. I am not interested 

in recreating the illusion of legitimate social identities—I am not trying to 

transform myself (in whole or in part) into another gender or a person of a different 

race or nationality. Inasmuch as that is true, my artworks still do include visuals 

that indexically correspond to recognisable categories of identity. There are 

numerous indexes to identity categories in Clothed in Solid Carapace. For instance, 

the first portrait in Clothed in Solid Carapace, individually titled Jasmine, Faeces, 

Tobacco (Figure 14), may cite stereotypical masculinity via the presence of hair on 

my chest, the squared bone structure of my face (which is contoured with 

makeup), and my body’s general morphology.15 However, the references to 

masculinity in Jasmine, Faeces, Tobacco appear in tandem with other, more 

stereotypically (contemporary, Westernised) feminine citations such as the visible 

use of makeup and jewellery, and shapewear (a corset). Various categories other 

than gender are similarly referenced and made ambiguous in this image, such as 

those pertaining to ethnicity, sub-culture, and sexuality. The citations this image 

makes to discrete identity categories can therefore be perceived but the 

concurrence of these in a single performed identity negates social legitimacy. 

Likewise, all of the performed identities in Clothed in Solid Carapace fail to 

constitute legitimate, coherent, or easily understood social identities—this 

“failure” I regard as a success. 

  

 
15 Of course, these references are greatly dependent on historical, geographic and cultural context. 
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Figure 14: Adam Anderson, Jasmine, Faeces, Tobacco, 2019. 
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Crucially, once an identity category has been established, the exclusionary 

processes that cohered that category “are effectively concealed and naturalized by 

a political analysis that takes juridical structures as their foundation,” as Butler 

states.16 In simpler language, those individuals (or particular aspects of their 

identity) that are excluded in the process of constituting stable identity categories 

are deliberately hidden.17 The reason why these exclusions are “naturalised” is 

because, as Butler asserts, political analysis (the social valuation, control, or 

judgement of people’s identities) is maintained by the powerful validity of the 

social order. The exclusions, and the constructed nature of the identity categories 

from which they were jettisoned, slip into a seemingly natural or “essential” state, 

thus becoming assumed as unquestionably pre-existing, God-given, or 

prediscursive.18 Identity categories are not prediscursive; they are performative, 

they serve and are effectively willed into existence by the social order.19 

Nevertheless, because of the seemingly unquestionable status of identity 

categories such as gender, they function very effectively as “regulatory practices” 

that “govern culturally intelligible notions of identity.”20 Identity categories police 

an individual’s identity, they dictate who is and who isn’t valued in society. 

It is therefore not surprising that artists such as Sherman, Thompson, and 

others (including myself) have challenged, resisted, subverted, and illuminated the 

exclusionary constructs that sustain performative identity formation and the 

political motivations concealed within it. In Sherman’s Bus Riders, she repeatedly 

undermines the supposedly natural status of multiple identity categories ranging 

from sex, gender, and sexuality, to race, socioeconomic status, social roles, and 

cultural backgrounds. She similarly parodies more nuanced social identities that 

are best described as archetypes (organised by familiar narrative combinations of 

identity categories, for example, the “white American suburban housewife” (Figure 

15) or “brooding, manspreading young white male” (figure 16)).21 

 
16 Butler, Gender Trouble, 2. 
17 Butler, Gender Trouble, 2. 
18 Butler, Gender Trouble, 1. 
19 Tseëlon, “Is the Presented Self Sincere?,” 120. 
20 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16-17. 
21 By manspreading I am referring to the gratuitously agape legs of some men when they sit. 
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Figure 15: Cindy Sherman, untitled (Bus Riders), 1976. 

Figure 16: Cindy Sherman, untitled (Bus Riders), 1976. 

Image removed due to copyright

Image removed due to copyright
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Sherman achieves this by demonstrating her ability to construct, 

deconstruct, and remediate these social identities using her costumed body, which 

does not necessarily correspond to the identities she performs. The viewer, 

meanwhile, can simultaneously recognise the identity of the commuter being 

evoked by Sherman’s costume, and Sherman herself. That the viewer can recognise 

Sherman through her attempts to be disguised as someone else is significant. I do 

not consider this transparency as a failure of Sherman’s disguise abilities, but as 

evidence that the persistent presence of Sherman’s own identity is simultaneously 

present and seemingly absent in the identities that she performs. 

Bus Riders’ multiple identities are permeably singular in numerous ways. 

First, Sherman’s recognisable visage is never altered beyond recognition in these 

photographs. Second, the black-and-white photographs focus the viewer’s 

attention on the figure being presented rather than colours’ emotional 

associations. Third, Sherman reflexively exposes her shutter release cable to the 

viewer, alerting them to the obviously fabricated status of the photo-shoot. Fourth, 

the consistency of the photographs’ framing in front of a white wall with visible 

power outlets and the occasional edges of house furniture further emphasises the 

unreality of the scene (of waiting for a bus), which would not normally occur in 

domestic spaces. Lastly, the repeated use of distinctive attire such as jackets or 

shoes in the depiction of different characters exposes that Sherman was able to 

embody an entirely different social identity by simply reshuffling items of her 

costume. Sherman’s ability to remediate identities by using and reusing costumes 

supports the notion that these performative identities are strongly tied to 

appearances, to artifice, surface, and presentation, and not to the supposed depth 

that they would otherwise claim to express as prediscursive categories. As I will 

show throughout this thesis, the binarism between surface and depth that 

characterises the equally binary frameworks of performativity and essentialism is 

itself a problematic fictitious construct. Instead, surface and depth in this thesis 

are treated as simultaneously occurring and harmonious mechanisms in the 

process of becoming oneself. Therefore, Sherman’s use of surface and artifice are 

actually important constituents in my interpretation of Bus Riders. This 
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interpretation centres on the persistent unity of Sherman’s identity as she 

relentlessly self-constructs, destructs, and reconstructs performative identities. 

The sophisticated simplicity of Sherman’s photographic compositions and 

the power of her costumes to conjure multiple identities within a single person has 

informed my research. In Clothed in Solid Carapace, although the emotional 

information of colour is much more vivid than in Bus Riders, the conventional 

portrait framing and the identical size of the prints assists in unifying and inviting 

comparison between the images. Perhaps more so than Sherman, the remediation 

of costume elements is an explicitly recurring motif that I use to suggest both the 

artificiality and relatedness of the identities being performed, despite their 

apparent difference from one another. For example, I reuse the pink mouth gag in 

Lilac (Figure 17) and Primrose Fishwife (Figure 18), and the white-mesh contact 

lenses are reused in Hadean Zircon (Figure 19), Tycho Brahe (Figure 20), and My 

All Too Eager Eyes (Figure 21). This motif implies that the identities I inhabit in my 

performances are indeed heterogeneous and artificial, but they are also 

undertowed by something that is not immediately apparent. Like Bus Riders, 

Clothed in Solid Carapace may be viewed as a catalogue or series of performed 

identities that are being examined. Because of the hyperbolic artificiality and 

absurdity of these self-representations, these performed identities can hardly be 

considered prediscursive, or as having been formed naturally. Concurrently, it is 

exactly my intention to suggest that these highly contrived identities have formed 

naturally, not in a predetermined social, biological, or religious sense, but by 

something that cannot be logically explained. 
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Figure 20: Adam Anderson, Tycho Brahe, 2018. Photographed by Lia Anderson. 

Figure 19: Adam Anderson, Hadean Zircon, 2018. Photographed by Lia 
Anderson. 
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Considering my discussion of performativity, it is not surprising that for 

many artists and theorists working in this field it is not only the social categories 

of identity that are constructs, but also identity itself.22 I do not agree. Butler casts 

doubt on whether a person’s sense of being in possession of identity is really “a 

descriptive feature of experience,” or “a normative ideal,” used to maintain the 

social status quo.23 She responds critically to philosophy’s treatment of personal 

identity as separate from the social realm and related instead to the coherence and 

continuity of consciousness through time and space.24 Butler states that “the 

‘coherence’ and ‘continuity’ of ‘the person’ are not logical or analytic features of 

personhood, but, rather, socially instituted and maintained norms of 

intelligibility.”25 In other words, Butler argues that a person’s (being already a 

socially instituted category) coherence and continuity (the philosophically defined 

sense of self) can only be registered or understood (even, or especially by the 

individual) through the prescriptions, constructs, and regulations of the social 

order. 

As an artist and researcher in this field, I have questioned whether my very 

own self-awareness is indeed an untethered consciousness floating through time 

and space, or if it is instead a smokescreen of social control. My eventual response 

to this choice is that my identity is neither of these things, but in order to explain 

that I must still consider the question. After all, I describe myself and grasp my 

own identity through a fragmented set of categories: I say that I am gay, Israeli, 

Jewish, Australian, fat, male, diabetic, partially deaf, an artist, Semitic, of limited 

financial means, left-handed, hairy, brown-eyed, and many other things. However, 

these “identities” do not truly emanate from within me but—being acceptable 

categories of social identity—they pre-exist me, engender my sense of self, 

predetermine my value as a human being, and prefigure my role in society. Like 

most people, I have slipped into these categories, worn them without question, 

assumed that they are indisputable facts, and have used them to form relationships 

 
22 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
23 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
24 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
25 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
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with myself and others. The issue is that I am not any of these things in isolation 

but all of them at once. Moreover, I regard that my existence and my value as a 

person is not completely defined by my place in society. The interactions between 

different aspects of my being are also vastly more complex and fluid than I can ever 

express through language or a singular embodiment of my identity, let alone a 

generic social category that can be applied to all people. After all, as an immigrant 

I do not experience being an Australian, for instance, in the same way as a First 

Nations person, refugee, or descendent of a British convict might. Compounded to 

this uncertainty is that I question how I can possibly begin to grasp my own 

identity if all of my self-descriptions do not reflect real essences but social 

constructs. I suspect that this discrepancy between how I describe myself and how 

I perceive myself is one that is present for many people. To me this explains why, 

as Edwards’s earlier statement goes, identity is often experienced as ill-fitting.26 I 

resolutely agree with this statement. I do not find that restricting myself to socially 

prescribed categories is particularly adequate, accurate, or ultimately meaningful. 

However, it is exceedingly functional and even necessary. It allows me to make 

myself known to others, it enables them to understand me, and it confines the vast 

multiplicity and ambiguities of my identity to a finite framework. Within 

Edwards’s metaphorical question of identity’s fit, knowledge of performative 

identity formation exposes that the social order dictates a “one size fits all” attitude 

toward human beings. As those with a fat body know, one size never fits all but 

only those who are “desired”—so there is little surprise that people’s sense of self 

is often a source of interior and exterior conflict. 

Fortunately, there is agency to combat this oppressive attitude. Butler offers 

such agency when she identifies “the cultural emergence of those ‘incoherent’ or 

‘discontinuous’ gendered beings who appear to be persons but who fail to conform 

to the gendered norms of cultural intelligibility by which persons are defined.” 27 

Butler famously refers in Gender Trouble to drag performers who, partly through 

their costume, are vividly demonstrative of their discontinuity with gendered 

 
26 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
27 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
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norms. However, this idea extends to any individual who may be regarded as non-

conforming of gender and other socially acceptable identities.28 Sherman is one 

such being, exemplified through her multiple transvestisms, inappropriate racial 

transformations in Bus Riders, and more broadly in her oeuvre, where she reveals 

a plethora of discontinuities with what would otherwise be assumed as her 

prediscursive identity. 

I also count myself among Butler’s incoherent and discontinuous “non-

persons.” In my performances, I resist the recreation of conventional gender 

identities and multiple other categories of identity. For example, My All Too Eager 

Eyes (Figure 21) is an image in which I am wearing a painted papier-mâché mask, 

a long black wig, and white-mesh contact lenses. While the wig may register as 

vaguely feminine, the mask’s bleeding, the blind or seizing eyes, and the absence 

of a lower jaw refers to and transgresses several conventions of socially acceptable 

identities. My All Too Eager Eyes conceals the entire face by replacing it with 

another face. This gesture fundamentally breaches the assumption that the 

appearance of the face, and the eyes in particular, is a prediscursive fact by 

challenging the primacy of the “natural” face as a locus of identity. The mask also 

erases many indexes that would normally be used to ascertain a person’s 

performative identity, including one’s sex, age, and ethnicity. Instead, the mask 

substitutes these indexes with the ambivalent ambiguity of an inanimate object, 

meeting the desire to evaluate a person through the appearance of the face with 

the inert silence of a face covering. Further, My All Too Eager Eyes trespasses on 

the acceptable and tightly regulated separation of the boundaries between the 

interiority and exteriority of the body. The interior body’s exposure in public breaks 

taboos regarding the body’s socially acceptable order and maintenance.29 This 

specifically occurs through the mask’s exposure of bleeding, the nylon fringing’s 

connotation of bloody sinews left from the lower jaw being ripped away, and the  

 
28 Given that individuals may embody a discontinuity with other social norms, such as racial 
norms. 
29 While My All Too Eager Eyes may suggest the appropriateness of an analysis linked to theory on 
the abject and grotesque, as this thesis will show, my artwork is more readily understood through 
fetish and costume. 
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Figure 21: Adam Anderson, My All Too Eager Eyes, 2018. 
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shiny, fleshy, moist, and pinkish hue of the mask’s surface suggesting that the face 

has been flipped inside out or peeled off. Finally, the trancelike appearance of My 

All Too Eager Eyes, precipitated by the white, “rolled back” eyes disengage this 

identity from social standards of behaviour. “Proper” individuals in society are 

expected to conduct themselves in a cognitive, mild, and polite manner. However, 

the identity presented in My All Too Eager Eyes is not a performative social identity, 

but an “improper,” performed, and private identity, one that is tethered instead to 

the absurd and uninhibited transcendental realm. I will elaborate shortly. 

In her book Experimental Fashion: Performance Art, Carnival and the 

Grotesque Body, fashion theorist Francesca Granata states that: 

It is important not to confound the term ‘performance’ 

with ‘performative’. I use the terms ‘performative’ and 

‘performativity’ throughout the book specifically not to 

indicate a performance—understood as a self-conscious 

act of volition by a performer—but rather as something 

that occurs most often without the consciousness of the 

subjects, as it precedes and engenders the subject.30 

A final aspect of performativity which should not be overlooked is that, even 

though knowledge of performative identity formation requires a theoretical 

awareness of identity as a construct, performativity largely involves an absence of 

that same awareness. By this, I am referring to the everyday self-regard of people 

who do not undertake research in this field and the unquestioning of supposedly 

defining identity categories that permit performativity to function as described. 

Like Granata, I therefore similarly distinguish between performative identities and 

performed identities which reflexively and wilfully construct themselves. The 

driven and reflexive nature of performed identities makes them potentially 

subversive to prediscursive assumptions.31 Consequently, both Sherman and 

Thompson’s constructions of identities are certainly more aligned with performed 

 
30 Francesca Granata, Experimental Fashion: Performance Art, Carnival and the Grotesque Body 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2017), 6. 
31 Granata, Experimental Fashion, 6. 
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than performative identities, even though Sherman seems to mimic performative 

identities. Key to Sherman’s subversion of supposed essentialisms in performative 

identities is that, according to photography curator and historian Robert 

Sobieszek, “the notion of the self [in Sherman’s practice] is utterly abandoned, 

replaced by the concept of multiplicity, dissociation, and fluidity.”32 This is 

corroborated by Sherman herself, who succinctly insists that “It’s not me in the 

pictures.”33 As I have already implied, I do not regard Sherman as truly absent in 

her artworks and I imagine that her definitive statement may instead refer to her 

absence from the political discourse that displaces her in her own art. I will return 

to this subject later in the chapter. 

The identities presented in my artworks should be viewed as performed 

identities, not performative ones. Performed identities are understood as those 

which I knowingly construct as expressions of my own experiences of my identity, 

they neither conform to nor purposefully antagonise the standards of the social 

order—they disregard these standards. Performing identity is also calls to question 

whether identity necessarily has to be seen as something that is either singular and 

fixed or multiple and fluid. Through my performances, I have come to understand 

identity as singular, fixed, multiple, and fluid. I therefore harbour reservations 

about the finality of performativity as a description of how identity comes to be. 

If I indoctrinate myself wholesale into the view that my sense of self arises 

from the cognitions of regulatory social constructs, then it leaves me with little else 

upon which to contemplate my own existence. Performativity is relentlessly 

functional; it seems to have no greater meaning than to maintain the status quo. 

While understanding identity this way is not necessarily a problem for all people, 

it must trouble others. Evidence of this trouble is found in my earlier citation of 

Edwards, in that identity can cause discomfort because it can be concurrently 

experienced as multiple and changing, and yet fixed, “something one is.”34 I 

consider that the essence of identity need not necessarily be marked discursively, 

 
32 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 253. 
33 Cindy Sherman quoted in Louisa Buck, “Cindy Sherman: Human Chameleon,” New Statesman & 
Society 3, no. 131 (1990): 26. 
34 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
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least of all by conventional identity categories such as gender, but as an undertow 

that is not explicitly apparent. Rather than fixed identity being thought of as an 

eternally stagnant surrender of oneself as just something one is, one’s so-called “lot 

in life,” I argue that it is dynamic and actively involved in becoming and discovering 

oneself. It is similarly active in people’s interaction with all that is around them, 

including society. In the film Call Me By Your Name, a character picks up a book in 

which a handwritten note cites Heraclitus of Ephesus (Figure 22), it reads “the 

meaning of the river flowing is not that all things are changing so that we cannot 

encounter them twice, but that some things stay the same only by changing.”35 To 

draw a basic comparison, one could say that the meaning of identity is not that it 

is a construct because it is multiple and constantly changing, but that it is within 

perpetual transformation that identity’s essence can be found. 

Butler’s assertion that identity is not a “descriptive feature of experience” 

but a “normative ideal” may be true but it also hinges on one’s definition of 

identity.36 So far in this chapter, I have focussed on the social settings of 

performativity and how artists can utilise its artificiality in their artwork. However, 

 
35 Call Me by Your Name, directed by Luca Guadagnino (Park City: RT Features, La Cinéfacture, 
Frenesy Film, 2017), DVD. 
36 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 

Figure 22: Heraclitus of Ephesus (seated) depicted as Michelangelo in Raphael’s 
The School of Athens, 1509-1511. 

Image removed due to copyright
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to once again recall Edwards’ definition, identity can also be seen as “the process 

of self-definition and self-presentation in everyday life.”37 In this instance identity 

certainly can be considered a descriptive feature of experience rather than a 

normative ideal of the social order, it is simply the experience of being and 

expressing oneself. I am particularly drawn to the link Edwards makes between 

self-definition and self-presentation, the processes cyclically depositing, eroding, 

and transforming notions of identity as potentially endless and volatile self-

definitions and self-presentations are dressed and undressed. Crucially, the 

interface of this ongoing negotiation of identity occurs through the body, a subject 

that will be elaborated upon in the next two chapters. Nevertheless, this context of 

identity formation does not pre-exist the individual because it is the individual that 

creates, destroys, and rebuilds one’s own identity. It is by extension also difficult 

to consider as merely an ideal of social normativity, as Butler would have it. Given 

that self-definition and self-presentation look inwards for meaning, Edwards’s 

alternate definition of identity is a normative ideal one sets for oneself. It is not 

completely divorced of a social context because the ideals one sets for oneself are 

often rooted in one’s place in society, but it can incorporate the entire cosmos of 

the individual’s interior and exterior environment, including the imagination, 

fantasies, and desires. 

My final reservation about performativity is its decisive resoluteness in the 

face of a subject as ambivalent and immense as identity. I do not consider the self 

as arising from a mutually exclusive conflict between essence from artifice, but 

from an intricate mutualism of both that can hardly be untangled by reducing the 

subject of identity into a binary framework. Butler’s acknowledgment of the agency 

of “non-people” to resist conformity with performativity suggests that identity’s 

sovereignty is not entirely yielded to the mechanisms of social order. While I am 

allegiant to the political motivations addressed by Butler, Sherman, and many 

others, the subversion of the social regulation of identity is a secondary motivation 

of my research, not its principal intent. My performances are aimed at mobilising 

the plasticity of identity as a means of generating a unified sense of self that exceeds 

 
37 Edwards, “Express Yourself,” 193. 
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a mere index of social status. If identity can understood as something that emerges 

from inside a person—and not just as something that is forced upon an individual 

by society—then that would suggest that identity can be considered essential in 

some way. However, my view of identity should not be conflated with essentialism, 

which largely forms the “oppositional” view of identity, particularly in feminist and 

queer art and theory. 

1.2 Essentialism 

For the interdisciplinary fields that my research belongs to—particularly 

those associated with feminism, queer theory, dress and adornment, and 

contemporary performance art—essentialism is often considered something to be 

resisted, avoided, undermined, attacked, overpowered, or subverted.38 This has not 

always been the case. The acceptance that people, objects, and concepts possess 

some fundamental, innate, or permanent feature is common throughout the world. 

The notion of essential identity can be found in the traditional use of body 

modification, where “body sculpture”39 served as “the permanent reminders of a 

new and irreversible identity.”40 In other words—to briefly engage with the subject 

of body modification that I will return to in Chapter 3—the intent of these 

modifications is to embody identity that is essential (in the sense of being 

permanent) yet entered into through transformation. This context of body 

modification paradoxically regards that identity is “relatively fixed, and the size, 

shape and appearance of the body accepted more or less as given,”41 and that the 

body’s expression of identity’s essence can be produced. Although this idea is not 

totally different from the central mechanism of performativity (in that an action 

produces a supposed “essence” that is visible on the body), this idea is incompatible 

with Western notions of identity essentialism and performativity. This is because 

 
38 For example, see Apter, “Introduction,”; Kevin Hetherington, Expressions of Identity: Space, 
Performance, Politics (London: Sage Publications, 1998); Dallas J. Baker, “Queering Practice-Led 
Research: Subjectivity, Performative Research and the Creative Arts,” Creative Industries Journal 
4, no. 1 (2011): 33-51; Leo Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave?,” AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural 
Activism 43 (October 1987): 197-222; Tseëlon, “From Fashion to Masquerade,”; Tseëlon, “Is the 
Presented Self Sincere?.” 
39 Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism, 3. 
40 Herbert Cole quoted in Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism, 3. 
41 Paul Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self? Body Modification, Fashion and Identity,” 
Body & Society 5, no. 51 (1999): 68. 
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the transformational act of becoming adorns and is marked upon the body as a 

ritual—a formal, witnessed, and transformational performance42—rather than 

disguised as having always existed. The Maori practice of Ta Moko (“tattoos”) 

(Figure 23) is an example of essential identity entered into by marking the body 

which is wholly discrete from the Western contexts of performativity and 

essentialism.43 I will return to body modification in Chapter 3. In the West, apart 

from the prediscursive assumptions of performative identities, essentialism 

frequently appeals to the monotheistic concept of the soul (depicted being 

reunited with the body by William Blake in Figure 24).44 I will not frame the 

essence of identity as a soul, as I will shortly explain. 

  

 
42 Jack Santino, “Performance Commemoratives, the Personal, and the Public: Spontaneous 
Shrines, Emergent Ritual, and the Field of Folklore,” Journal of American Folklore 17, no. 466 
(2004): 364. 
43 Stephen Pritchard, "An Essential Marking: Maori Tattooing and the Properties of Identity," 
Theory, Culture & Society 18, no. 4 (2001): 29-30. 
44 Tseëlon, “Introduction,” 4. 

Figure 24: William Blake, 
The Reunion of the Soul and 
the Body, 1813. Etching, 29.4 
x 23 cm. 

Figure 23: Louis John Steele, 
Portrait of a Young Maori 
Woman with Moko, 1891. 
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From body modification and the belief in souls to performativity, the 

general understanding of the nature of identity has changed over time from being 

relatively predetermined or fixed to largely fluid and artificial.45 To understand 

how and why that change has occurred I will turn to portrait photography. Portrait 

photography is uniquely suitable as representative of the changing attitudes 

toward identity because it articulates “the belief that the human face expresses and 

reveals human character,” a belief that “has underpinned the art of portraiture in 

Western art for many centuries.”46 The face’s relationship to identity, nature, and 

transcendental themes also exists outside of the West in several forms, including 

in the origin of masks, which according to Tseëlon were believed by some cultures 

of being in possession of powers that transferred to the wearer.47 In her book Black 

Africa: Masks, Sculpture, Jewelry, Laure Meyer similarly articulates the important 

role of masks as personifications of spirits in African cultures, which I will expand 

on in Chapter 3.48 According to art historian John Welchman, photographic 

portraiture—more so than sculpture or painting—invokes the “crucial domain of 

conflict between the real and the reproduced.”49 This relates to photography’s 

stereotypical reputation of authentically capturing the truth. The reappearance of 

the word “conflict” in Welchman’s statements about the relationship between 

identity and photographic portraiture is demonstrative. It typifies the general 

attitudes associated with identity which are emphasised in photographic 

portraiture because it concerns the “conflict” between the supposedly honest and 

dishonest identity of the photographer, the model, and the medium of portrait 

photography—with the complicity of the viewer. 

Although I do not regard myself exclusively as a photographer, my research 

nevertheless participates in the field of portrait photography. Like most of 

Sherman’s artworks, my research output exists largely as photographic portraits 

 
45 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 68. 
46 Graham W.J. Beal, “Director's Foreword,” in Ghost in the Shell: Photography and the Human Soul 
1850-2000, ed. Robert A. Sobieszek (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art and MIT Press, 
1999), 9. 
47 Efrat Tseëlon, “Reflections on Mask and Carnival,” in Masquerade and Identity: Essays on 
Gender, Sexuality and Marginality, ed. Efrat Tseëlon (London: Routledge, 2001), 21-22. 
48 Laure Meyer, Black Africa: Masks, Sculpture, Jewelry (Paris: Terrail, 2001), 74. 
49 John Welchman quoted in Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 13. 
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because my performances are ephemeral and generally conducted in private. I will 

therefore analyse photographic portraiture as it relates to identity—informed 

predominantly by Sobieszek’s book Ghost in the Shell. Sobieszek’s book traces the 

shifting attitudes towards the search for identity in photographic portraiture 

between 1850 and 2000, which it does through both a Western art historical and 

socio-political context. 

Sobieszek remarks on the reverence people ascribe to the “inordinate power 

of the face to communicate at least various aspects, if not the entire truth, of the 

human soul.”50 While I also privilege the power of the face in my performances, I 

note that it is not the singular focus of my artworks. While in Clothed in Solid 

Carapace the face is undoubtedly the locus of identity’s examination, in 

performances such as Pink, Green, and So Much Space (Figure 25), identity is 

redistributed away from the face and toward the hands, torso, and genital region 

through the use of fetish and costume, as I will discuss in the next two chapters. 

 
50 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 16. 

Figure 25: Adam Anderson, Pink, Green, and So Much Space, 2020. 
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To place into context Sobieszek’s use of the highly contentious word “soul” as the 

stuff of identity, Sobieszek states that 

Whatever it is called—personality, individuality, self, 

soul, character, "invariant of consciousness," or 

software—what persists of being human continues to be 

found embedded within, lurking behind, projected 

upon, or subsiding beneath the human face, and the 

photographic representation of the face remains the 

principal tool of our time to delineating the ghost in the 

shell.51 

As seen here, Sobieszek uses the term “soul” interchangeably with “self,” 

“software,” or “invariant of consciousness,” rather than as an invocation of his 

religious beliefs. The interchangeability of these terms in Sobieszek’s book is 

perhaps owed to two considerations by the author. The first is an attempt to 

accommodate alternate belief structures, historical periods, and geographic and 

cultural differences that regard the same topic (the nature of identity) using 

different terminology. The second reason I propose for Sobieszek’s broad 

interchangeability of terms is that he simply could not find one word to accurately 

encapsulate the thing that he is describing, even though (like myself) he 

persistently locates its presence undertowed in portrait photographs. Sobieszek’s 

inability to specify exactly what he means is noteworthy. Language that is free from 

limiting, belittling, or problematic connotations and histories like the word “soul” 

does not seem to exist. However, Sobieszek does choose to approach the “invariant 

of consciousness” that persists and subsides beneath the human face as the ghost 

in the shell.52 This metaphor is drawn from a Japanese graphic novel of the same 

name in which the intervention of technology into the human body calls to 

question the very nature of being human (Figure 26).53 Sobieszek’s metaphor of the 

ghost in the shell and his reference to dualism and transhumanism (which are 

 
51 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 15. 
52 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 16. 
53 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 13. 
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outside the scope of this thesis) should nevertheless not be regarded as an 

indication that the author has sided with identity essentialism in the “conflict” 

between essence and artifice, merely that the existence of this ghost is the subject 

being explored throughout the book, as it is in this thesis. Ghost in the shell is also 

not a metaphor I will use in discussing my artworks. This is because it intrinsically 

devalues the body as “the shell,” a “lifeless vessel” one can exchange like the hermit 

crab exchanges its shell. In this thesis the body is the unique and irreducible locus 

of an individual’s relationship with the self, the other, the environment, and the 

transcendence that bonds these worlds together (as I will shortly address). While 

the primacy of the body and the refusal to accept dualistic conceptions of identity 

in my research seems to suggest its alignment with philosophical monism, as 

Chapter 2 will show, I have chosen to engage identity through a combination of 

discourses, some of which do not align with the philosophical tradition. Finally, I 

will not offer an alternative term to “soul,” nor any definite term to capture that 

which lurks behind, subsides beneath, or that undertows the face in photographic 

portraiture. I consider that naming the essence of identity would constitute a 

limiting and exclusionary discursive category to something I consider nameless 

and beyond grasp. 

Figure 26: Mamoru Oshii, Ghost in the Shell, 1995. Film still. 
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Sobieszek contends that photographers working in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century not only believed that all people and things in nature have an 

essence, but also that it was possible to capture that essence in photographs.54 

Albert Sands Southworth (1811–94) considered that capturing a person’s essence 

was the artist’s role (Figure 27).55 The ability of the photographic artist to 

encapsulate essences is explained by photographer Helmar Lerski as being related 

to the idea that “every passion, every soulstirring incident in life, leaves a certain 

visible trace in the face of man.”56 

I do not believe that identity’s essence makes marks upon people’s faces. If 

I did, it would defeat the purpose of my meticulous efforts to adorn and cover my 

face with fabrics, masks, makeup, and prosthetics. Instead, I could just let my 

essence “shine through.” Nevertheless, I contend that something that cannot be 

exactly named does permeate through the face and entire body, and that it notably 

does so persistently—regardless of the quantity or degree of covering. This is the 

primary meaning behind much of my artwork, including in Clothed in Solid 

Carapace. Hence, while I do not agree with Lerski that there is necessarily some 

 
54 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 20. 
55 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 20. 
56 Helmar Lerski quoted in Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 20. 

Figure 27: Albert Sands Southworth and Josiah 
Johnson Hawes, Lemuel Shaw, c. 1860. 
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kind of essential palimpsest left on the surface of the face from life’s experiences, I 

do agree that the face emits something beyond the given. 

Although Lerski’s and Southworth’s call to the pursuit of nothing short of 

the true nature of humanity can be considered a lofty or even virtuous goal, matters 

become warped, problematic, and potentially catastrophic when people try to seize 

that nature and quantify it within a finite framework. Examples of this issue are 

ubiquitous. For example, according to Sobieszek, Swiss physiognomist and 

theologian Johann Lavater considered that “the human face was a clear and certain 

indicator of an individual's moral character. Facial beauty equaled virtue, and its 

opposite, ugliness, equaled vice...”57 The nineteenth century’s “attempts to 

objectify, classify, and typify humans through portraiture,” particularly in cases 

such as that of British eugenist Francis Galton, led to “the basis of many racist, 

classist, and eugenist theories of the twentieth century.”58 

As a Middle Eastern, Jewish, and gay migrant, I abhor the idea of 

reproducing in my artwork or basing my ideas regarding identity on those used by 

regimes such as Nazi Germany. Therefore, if one defines identity essentialism as 

pertaining to innate human characteristics that are manifest on the body—and 

that these characteristics can be used to measure the worth of people—then it is 

indeed very troublesome. Further, it follows that if this type of essentialism 

underpinned conceptions of identity in the West, and likely it still does, then the 

performative model of identity introduced by queer and feminist scholars such as 

Butler can be considered a clear and necessary reaction—an antidote to poisonous 

essentialist thinking like Galton’s. It is my hope that my research contributes to 

this undertaking. 

As nineteenth century French caricaturist Jean Ignace Isidore Gérard 

Grandville’s lithograph Man Descends toward the Brute (Figure 28) demonstrates, 

the essentialist framework of identity clearly and definitively dictates not only who 

one is, but also how one should be treated. This is referenced in the image by the 

 
57 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 49. 
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offer or claim to have knowledge of a method to unmask the essence of identity 

other than through the speculations of my artworks and those of others. This 

extends to Sherman’s Bus Riders and Thompson’s untitled photograph from his 

King Billy series, which as I have stated transmit more to me than a particular 

stance on socio-political issues. 

Fortunately, earlier notions of photographic portraits capturing essentialist 

identities grew ever more suspect between 1880 and 1980.59 The arrival of the 

twentieth century had “proven the human soul far more elusive, human emotions 

far more complex, and human misdirection far more subtle than could be mediated 

or accounted for by simple facial gestures and signs.”60 In fact, “Charles Baudelaire 

defined the modern as ‘the transitory, the momentary, and the contingent’ and 

suggested that unrelenting change characterised modern life.”61 Baudelaire’s 

prediction proved prophetic when twentieth century photographers such as 

Arnold Newman described the inability of photographic portraiture to capture all 

the facets of a person simultaneously.62 For other artists such as Aleksandr 

Rodchenko, greater knowledge of an individual—for example, Vladimir Lenin 

(figure 29)—could be gained not from a single portrait (particularly one which is 

posed), but from numerous casual snapshots.63 American photographer and 

filmmaker Paul Strand argued similarly with regards to photographs taken of the 

same individual over time, as in Alfred Stieglitz's photographs of Georgia O’Keefe 

(Figure 30).64 Stieglitz’s photographs, unlike those of Rodchenko, were certainly 

somewhat posed, with O’Keefe very visibly aware of the camera. In returning the 

camera’s gaze and her posing, O’Keefe was clearly active in the representation of 

her own identity. Of course, as Max Kozloff argues, the production of meaning in 

a photographic portrait involves an act or mediation between the model and the 

photographer.65 In Stieglitz’s portraits, O’Keefe’s identity should therefore be 

 
59 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 84. 
60 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 23. 
61 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 23. 
62 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 23. 
63 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 23. 
64 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 23. 
65 Max Kozloff, The Theatre of the Face, Portrait Photography Since 1900 (London: Phaidon Press 
Limited, 2007), 168. 
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This multi-dimensional mediation of identity in photographic portraiture is 

something that my artworks account for, even though I am primarily the model 

and photographer in my own imagery. Unrelenting change, the repetition of 

images of a single individual, and agency over one’s own representation are also all 

strategies that I engage with. The idea that identity is more accurately portrayed 

by viewing multiple images of the same person is operative in artworks such as 

Clothed in Solid Carapace. As I have previously stated, in this artwork the portraits 

are intentionally comparable—they suggest to the viewer that my identity is 

Figure 30: Alfred Stieglitz, Georgia O’Keeffe, 1918. Palladium print with 
mercury, National Gallery of Art, Washington. 
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simultaneously multiple and singular—which expresses my identity more 

faithfully than one portrait would. Being the artist and model in my artworks also 

gives me a great deal of agency over my own representation. I consider the 

relationship between my identity and the photographic portraits I produce as 

being extremely close and intimate. As the artist and model, the relationship 

between my identity and photographic portraits is also more direct than the 

Rodchenko and Stieglitz portraits because both of them photographed individuals 

other than themselves. My paradoxically multiple and singular, essential and 

constructed contentions about identity figuratively extend to the formal and 

material qualities of my photos when they are printed. The strong colours, 

dramatic lighting, and highly posed nature of the images I produce are positive and 

assertive declarations of identity. These are juxtaposed with the way in which I 

print my portraits: using a relatively imprecise printer and cheap, thin paper that 

is for the most part single-use (albeit recyclable). The juxtaposition of assertive 

imagery on materialistically weak substrate mirrors my artworks’ treatment of 

performed identity as simultaneously innate and constructed and permanent and 

ephemeral—these performances “burn brightly” but are not “built to last.” 

The distance that was created in twentieth century portrait photography 

between one’s image in a photograph and the sovereignty of one’s identity is 

crucial. It demonstrated that in photographic portraiture the face (indeed, the 

whole body) can be handled somewhat discretely from identity and regarded 

instead as a pliable artistic material. As such, the individual represented in a 

photograph can become a symbol with meaning that refers outside of the 

individual’s identity.67 Distancing between an individual’s identity and visage 

enables artists to use an image of a person as representative of concepts, values, 

and identity categories that may be summoned by the person’s appearance, as 

opposed to the specific individual. Evidence of this distancing and its trajectory in 

photographic portraiture is easily observed by looking at Andy Warhol’s 1967 

image of Marilyn Monroe (Figure 31) next to the vast majority of artworks by 

Sherman, including Bus Riders. Warhol’s portrait of Monroe certainly does refer to 
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In untitled #359 (Figure 32), made in the year 2000, Sherman takes Warhol’s 

distancing a step further. Unlike Warhol’s Monroe portrait which was done 33 

years prior, untitled #359 seems to have no relationship at all between the model 

(Sherman) and the identity presented. The distance in Sherman’s case is so much 

so as to result in her assertion that the identities she presents are not herself.68 In 

the context of photographic portraiture, Sherman’s paradigmatic artworks thus 

return me to the present. 

Though it is no longer assumed that the individual depicted in a photograph 

necessarily corresponds to their specific identity, in my case it most certainly does. 

I am nowhere more present than in my artworks. In instances when I am not the 

photographer, I am largely the director of the shoot, and work only with people 

who I trust. The vast majority of the costumes I wear in performances are of my 

own design and making, customised to my body in order to fit my expression of 

 
68 Sherman quoted in Buck, “Cindy Sherman,” 26. 

Figure 32: Cindy Sherman, untitled #359, 2000. 

Image removed due to copyright



52 

 

identity. Likewise, I create the jewellery I wear in my performances, as well as the 

head and hair pieces, the mouth pieces, and most of the accessories. A few pieces 

are bought (some bought and altered)—most notably items like shoes and 

undergarments. I am similarly responsible for my own makeup. Lastly, I am the 

editor of my imagery, using software to select and enhance my self-representation 

(albeit subtly) in photographs and videos before they are exhibited. With my 

intense involvement in my artwork, I regard my photographic portraits, and my 

artworks generally, as intensely personal and specific. 

In 2016, I visited the large Cindy Sherman survey show at the Queensland 

Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA), Brisbane, excited to finally see 

Sherman’s artwork in person. I recall being disappointed, overall. At the time, it 

seemed to me that Sherman’s elegantly simple and yet powerful and subversive 

artwork such as Bus Riders had given way, in her later artworks, to nothing more 

than brand cross-promotion and commercial self-interest. My disappointment was 

mitigated by the mysterious presence of Clowns (Figure 33), a series of photographs 

Sherman completed between 2003 and 2004. This series stood out to me because 

it seemed that Sherman was intensely present in her artwork. In other images, such 

as untitled #359, her presence felt like one-liner citations of easily recognisable 

archetypes in (American) society, but in Clowns her presence seemed more 

invested, contemplative, and ambiguous. 

To venture into a slight tangent, as the heralds of the Bakhtinian 

carnivalesque and the centrepieces of many popular culture horror media, clowns 

are strong representations of the “fear for the uncertain boundaries of what is 

human.”69 The challenge that Sherman’s Clowns represent to fundamental 

concepts of identity explicitly reaches far beyond the subversion of essentialist 

identities. As a result, Clowns register as a direct and primal investigation of 

identity that is quite difficult to dissociate from Sherman herself, as they resonate 

with a powerfully ambivalent and emotional quality. Clowns evidence statements 

made by Régis Durand who, in an introduction to a book dedicated to Sherman’s 

 
69 Thomas Morawetz, Making Faces Playing God: Identity and the Art of Transformational Makeup 
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career, praises her “never-ending search for greater meaning and depth.”70 Unlike 

much of the socio-political discourse that surrounds Sherman’s artworks, and 

seemingly in opposition to Sherman’s and Sobieszek’s statements, Durand reaches 

further into Sherman’s artwork and pulls from it “the impalpability of the self, and 

the omnipresence of illusion and death.”71 While Durand’s positioning of 

Sherman’s career as being in the constant companionship of illusion and death 

seems to me unidimensional and negative, Clowns do betray the true nature of 

Sherman’s artistic practice—and that, despite her self-negation, her artworks and 

mine share a great deal in common. As Durand states, “At first glance all surface 

and sham, Sherman's images nonetheless succeed in retaining a compelling sense 

of mystery—a mystery that is unlikely to yield its darkness to the glare of better-

informed or more systematic scrutiny.”72 The opaque mystery in Sherman’s 

artworks is the same as in my own. It is the mystery of people’s existence, what it 

means to be human, and the powerlessness of people to know themselves.73 

Unfortunately, in writing about Sherman’s career Durand skirts around the 

subject that Sobieszek addresses more directly, failing to point out exactly what it 

is about Sherman’s images that retain that sense of mystery that unyieldingly 

speaks of human identity. The artworks by Sherman that I have discussed in this 

chapter show that, if anything, her socio-political engagements and attempts to 

self-negate paradoxically highlight the persistent presence of her unknowable and 

essential identity. With people’s concern for identity politics, and their rightful 

aversion to problematic essentialisms, Sobieszek regards Sherman when he quotes 

Norman Bryson in saying that the contemporary body “is exactly the place where 

something falls out of the signifying order—or cannot get inside it.”74 That 

imprecise thing which drops away in contemporary artistic discourses of identity, 

or that theoretical discourse cannot penetrate, is precisely that which I seek to 

foreground in my thesis. It is the undertowed nature of identity. Sobieszek’s survey 

 
70 Cindy Sherman, Régis Durand, Véronique Dabin, and Edwige Baron, Cindy Sherman (Paris: 
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71 Sherman, Durand, Dabin, and Baron, Cindy Sherman, 230. 
72 Sherman, Durand, Dabin, and Baron, Cindy Sherman, 230. 
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74 Norman Bryson quoted in Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 258. Original emphasis. 
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of the study of identity through photographic portraiture is summed up through 

the following, 

Despite everything we have done to cast doubt on it, 

however, the belief persists that something on the order 

of a human soul exists. Nearly all of the inductive proofs 

of its presence brought forward since the Enlightenment 

have focused on the human face, and today the face 

remains the dominant site of inquiry into what 

constitutes not only our identities but our emotions, our 

desires, and our character(s). Whatever we call the 

mysterious element that we recognize as human—spirit, 

subjectivity, interiority, etc.—it is for the most part 

inexpressible and ultimately unnameable, yet it 

continues to manifest itself in countless ways and 

through the infinite permutation of the face.75 

 
75 Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 285. 
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Figure 33: Cindy Sherman, untitled #414, 2003. 
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1.3 Transcendence 

Throughout this chapter, I have contextualised my understanding of 

identity as something that traverses between a performative construct and is also 

undertowed by an ineffable essence. That essence is persistently palpable yet 

indescribable. Because of this, I am comfortable in the realisation that my research 

will never yield a conclusive terminus. However, my artwork gains meaning not 

from the stagnation of what I know but from the dynamism of the search itself. As 

a result, a tantamount facet of my research is that the search for identity is 

conceived as a fundamentally transcendental one. According to Mitchell 

Aboulafia, self-determination (which I understand as the process by which a 

person defines and becomes oneself) requires an individual to transcend “the 

given, the accepted, the familiar, or the weight of circumstance.”76 In mutual-

benefit, transcendence—the ability to look beyond the given and exceed what one 

knows of oneself—can lead an individual both to self-empowerment and also to 

develop a “deep respect for the integrity and worth of different cultures.”77 This 

venture into the unknown regions of identity often occurs in my practice by 

bringing together heterogeneous elements of costume which result in 

unpredictable embodiments of identity. Although heterogeneity and costume will 

be discussed further in the following chapters, my engagement with transcendence 

through these and other concepts is evident in the eclecticism of performances 

such as McCavanagh’s Great Bridge (Figure 34). According to Aboulafia, the ability 

to exceed oneself through transcendence also stimulates that ability in others, 

while maintaining a sense of connectedness with one’s origins.78 This is an 

important ethical aspect of my research and understanding of identity. 

The Talmudic philosopher Emmanuel Lavinas considered the profound 

power of the face as being “a metaphor, a prelinguistic primordial poem, behind 

which lingered the trace of God.”79 I consider that the body (not just the face) 

retains this primal, mysterious, and critical link between identity and something 
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greater, whether one chooses to call it God or nature. The search for identity in my 

research is therefore regarded as inextricably linked with, if not equal to the search 

for that something greater. My way of transcending (exceeding myself) is by 

embodying the hyperbolic multiplicity of my identity. I perform my identity as I 

experience it through fetishes and costumes of my own making in an attempt to 

discover something about myself—finding that I am never completely lost nor 

completely found in this process. 

In this thesis, transcendence is not necessarily a religious or theistic 

concept, but a simple thing. Transcendence “pulls us out of ourselves and lets us 

know that we, our very selves, are caught up in something that is vast and 

marvellous. We are bigger than ourselves. We are naturally self-transcending,” 

contends Helminiak.80 I regard the transcendental search for identity as the point 

around which the absolutely personal and the absolutely universal rotate around 

 
80 Helminiak, Sex and The Sacred, 3. 

Figure 34: Adam Anderson, McCavanagh’s Great Bridge, 2019. Photographed by 
Lia Anderson. 
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one another. It is about the most fundamental connections people have with 

themselves and with all that is around them. Helminiak states that: 

If we give this urge the lead, we will find ourselves 

becoming ever more attentive and alert to all that exist 

within and around us…we will be engaging ourselves in 

snowballing growth whose ideal goal is nothing less than 

to become one with all that exists.81 

The immense power of bodies to channel and process ideas of this 

magnitude at first seems unlikely. However, as the conduit between interiority and 

exteriority, I consider that the body, identity, and the transcendental drive to reach 

an equilibrium with all that exists, are inseparable. To understand and visualise 

this claim, I have turned to ethicist and philosopher Luciano Floridi’s paper “The 

Informational Nature of Personal Identity.” 

1.4 The Fourth Membrane 

Before I address Floridi’s paper, it must be acknowledged that it is unlikely 

that Floridi wrote his paper with people like myself in mind. Floridi follows 

philosophical logic influenced by Plato and Descartes which, as Chapter 2 will 

demonstrate, is not well aligned with this thesis.82 Like Platonic and Cartesian 

philosophy, Floridi considers the body as somewhat separate from consciousness, 

and privileges human consciousness as being the locus of identity.83 This is 

consistent with Butler’s general criticism of the philosophical tradition—that it 

puts too much emphasis on identity as the coherence and continuity of 

consciousness through time and space rather than as a socially engendered and 

embodied entity.84 There are therefore several points at which Floridi’s opinions 

and my own part ways. 

 
81 Helminiak, Sex and The Sacred, 4. 
82 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 551-552. 
83 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 562. 
84 Butler, Gender Trouble, 16. 
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Floridi’s paper posits a way of thinking about identity using the metaphor 

of the biochemistry of cells within an organism.85 According to this metaphor, an 

organism is “initially formed and kept together by auto-structuring (i.e., auto-

assembling and within the assembled entity, auto-organising) physical (henceforth 

corporeal) membranes, which encapsulate and hence detach...parts of the 

environment into biochemical structures.”86 The auto-structuring of the cells of an 

organism follow an underlying pattern, which according to Floridi is a “mechanism 

of encapsulation, detachment and internal auto-organization.”87 In simpler terms, 

an organism makes itself distinguished from the “primordial soup” of the general 

environment by encapsulating a part of that environment, detaching itself within 

a membrane, and reordering itself internally. Floridi argues that organisms that 

have internally cycled through this process more than once can evolve into more 

complex lifeforms. This could hypothetically explain the difference between single-

celled organisms such as bacteria—who have detached from the environment only 

once, multi-cellular organisms such as spiders (twice detached), and the self-aware 

human organism—supposedly the most complex life form on earth which is three 

times detached.88 Crucial to Floridi’s metaphor is that as membranes 

concentrically form within the environment of other membranes, the newly 

formed membranes become somewhat independent from the environment that 

formed them.89 This means that each membrane—as the level of an organism’s 

development—can be conceived as a sort of “world within a world,” of increasing 

detachment from its original environment. Floridi refers to this as the “level of 

abstraction.”90 This is how Floridi explains the ability of the human mind to inhabit 

times and places within the imagination rather than being tethered to the specific 

spacetime of the body.91 When transferring the metaphor from biology to identity, 

Floridi establishes that instead of the self being made of biochemical membranes, 

 
85 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 558. 
86 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 557, original emphasis. 
87 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 558. 
88 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 557-562. 
89 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 561. 
90 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 553. 
91 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 562. 
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the self is made of informational membranes—so that the self is composed of three 

informational levels of abstraction.92 

At this point it is worth stating that I already have two problems with 

Floridi’s ideas. The first is that in changing the makeup of the membranes from 

being biochemical to informational, Floridi is pre-positioning identity as being 

made of cerebral matter (consciousness) rather than anything material. The 

second issue I have is that Floridi’s metaphor, perhaps conveniently, forgets to 

acknowledge that cellular membranes may indeed be self-ordered, detached, and 

encapsulated parts of the environment, but they are also semipermeable—because 

everything needs to ingest and excrete nutrients. Even the most “unevolved” 

organism possesses membranes that are not entirely sealed and therefore 

independent or detached, but that continuously give and receive material (be it 

informational or biochemical) from the environment. This physical or 

informational penetrability links any and all subsequent internal membranes or 

levels of abstraction (see Figure 35). As I will shortly discuss, these issues are related 

to Floridi’s problematic albeit philosophically typical separation between the self 

(viewed as a consciousness of information) and the physical environment. 

For Floridi, (human) identity is specifically located in the centre of three 

concentric informational membranes.93 The body forms identity’s first membrane, 

which Floridi refers to as the corporeal membrane.94 The primary purpose of the 

 
92 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 558. 
93 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 558. 
94 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 559. 

Figure 35: Basic diagram of a semipermeable membrane. Note the porosity of 
the membrane represented by the broken grey line. 

Image removed due to copyright
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corporeal membrane is to distinguish an initial within from a without, and hence 

differentiate the individual from the entropic environment.95 The second 

membrane is the cognitive membrane, which is concerned with thought.96 To 

clarify, Floridi distinguishes cognitive intelligence from consciousness, the 

cognitive membrane being what enables an organism to locate nourishment and 

favourable conditions for survival while avoiding danger and unfavourable 

conditions.97 However, the cognitive membrane does not enable an organism to be 

self-aware. The third and final membrane is the conscious membrane, where Floridi 

locates the emergence of the self.98 The conscious membrane concerns self-

awareness, it structures and unifies the corporeal and cognitive membranes so that 

the self is experienced as a coherent whole—that is, it is the thing responsible for 

the cohesion and continuity of identity through time and space.99 Floridi’s 

understanding of identity regards the self as a world within a world within a world 

within a world (i.e. consciousness inside cognition inside the body inside the 

environment). It is therefore not surprising that he considers consciousness as 

somewhat removed and independent from the body (theoretically speaking). 

Finally, citing Cartesian philosophy, Floridi states that no additional membranes 

are possible, for if another membrane formed inside of consciousness it would not 

lead to an additional or more abstract self-awareness, but to an incoherence or 

pathology he refers to as “mere schizophrenia.”100 

Floridi’s assertions have been very useful to my understanding of identity, 

despite their problems. They highlight the physical and informational internal 

structures that bind the innermost self with the body and the environment. I 

consider that thinking about and pursuing this connection is the basis of 

transcendence. I do not agree with the notion that identity is a purely 

informational consciousness enthroned within a cosmos of its own and reigning 

over the kingdoms of thought and body. I also do not consider identity in purely 

 
95 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 559. 
96 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 559. 
97 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 559. 
98 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 560. 
99 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 560. 
100 Floridi, “The Informational Nature of Personal Identity,” 560. 
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biochemical or physical terms—we are indeed more than matter. Rather, identity 

is composed of matter that is both material and immaterial at the same time. To 

explain this further, I have devoted Chapter 2 of this thesis to fetish, which is 

similarly made of abstract and physical matter. 

Floridi’s vision of identity as a series of concentric membranes that rise out 

of the entropic environment and reach toward the pinnacle of consciousness seems 

incomplete to me because this visualisation of identity does not take account of 

transcendence. I suggest that transcendence, not consciousness, should be the 

final membrane. This fourth, transcendental membrane could be seen as a gradual 

reunion with the environment, as the process by which—after humans have 

reached an unspecified maximum amount of differentiation or abstraction from 

the environment—they gradually reunite with all that exists. This seeking out of 

bonds is embedded within my visual outputs, such as Ha’Tehom, Ha’Katze (Figure 

36) and will be discussed further in the next chapter. 

Figure 36: Adam Anderson, Ha’Tehom, Ha’Katze, 2020. 
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Chapter 2: Fetish—Basically, I Really Love Stones 

Wanderlust! Relentlessly craving 
Wanderlust! Peel off the layers 

Until we get to the core 
Did I imagine it would be like this? 

Was it something like this I wished for? 
Or will I want more?1 

 

2.1 Context 

Halfway into my PhD candidature I asked my mother—Ariella—what fetish 

means to her. We spoke in Hebrew, so translating her answer, she said that fetish 

is related to superstition. The Hebrew term for superstition is made up of two 

separate words which closely align with “worthless beliefs.” My mum’s answer 

alerted me to a contradiction: as North African (Algerian) Jews, our religious 

tradition is included with many casual, “small,” and “superstitious” practices—

none of which are worthless.2 I regard that it is in these quirky informal traditions 

that a distinct sense of unity is established in our family. For example, during 

Hannukah, my grandparents tap the tops of family members’ heads at the end of 

the candle lighting prayer (a song), and in Arabic they say something like “your 

head is a drum,” which seems to have little to do with the festival itself.3 This is 

especially pronounced because, in a reflection of the Jewish diaspora, our family 

consists of ethnically diverse members from Algerian and Moroccan to Polish-

German, Siberian Russians to Australians, and Israelis to French and Soviet 

Ukraine. Nevertheless, if—as my mother said—fetish is related to superstition, 

then it follows that fetish must also be present in our family’s traditions. 

This conversation marked a pivotal moment in my research. Firstly, it was 

at this point that my focus shifted away from thinking about identity through drag, 

gender, and sexuality, and refocused my thinking about identity more generally 

around fetish. This was a gradual transition away from drag that is observable in 

 
1 Björk, “Wanderlust,” 2007. 
2 By “small,” I mean that these practices are not formal religious practices or ubiquitous in 
Judaism, but casual, symbolic, and sometimes humorous family “quirks.” 
3 A tradition which seems to be linked to the broader Jewish practice of a Cohen (priest) blessing 
loved ones by placing their heads under a tallit, a prayer shawl. 
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artworks such as Cosmopoiesis (Figure 37), where drag and fetish citations are 

somewhat combined. Secondly, fetish’s multiple meanings are appropriate, if not 

ideal, as a framework for the similarly multiple nature of my practice. This 

obviously pertains to the many identities that I perform, but also to the various 

methods of my practice, some of which will be outlined in this chapter. Thirdly, 

my anecdote exemplifies the paradoxical way in which fetish—similarly but 

distinctly from superstition—can be used to distinguish informal, illegitimate, 

incorrect, insignificant, and otherwise unsanctioned “small” beliefs from the “big” 

ones. Traditionally, these bigger value systems refer to formal and monolithic 

structures such as religions or non-theistic belief-systems founded on rationality 

and empirical evidence—such as in philosophy, law, or the sciences. Fetish’s 

invocations of seemingly illegitimate forms of belief also fit my practice quite well 

given that my understanding of identity is similarly uncompliant with more 

dominant ideas. Fourthly, my conversation with my mother exposed that fetish’s 

“triviality” tends to reinsert itself within one’s own belief systems—exemplified in 

my family’s head tapping ritual which occurs within the bigger framework of 

Judaism. As I will discuss later in the chapter, fetish is particularly prone to this 

Figure 37: Adam Anderson, Cosmopoiesis, 2018. 
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twinning (Figure 38).4 Fetish reattaches itself to that which attempts to disavow it, 

and in doing so it adheres supposedly discrete structures, even if those structures 

are conventionally understood as incommensurable or conflicting.5 Fetish’s 

twinning has made it a useful tool for bridging and extending my understanding 

of identity, for instance in the way that it lies between performativity and 

essentialism. Finally, in our conversation, I considered my mum’s answer to simply 

be an unusual one. If, at the time, I had been asked the same question, I would 

have answered that fetish is related to BDSM, or an unusual interest in feet.6 I 

attribute mum’s answer to her Algerian background, which I share. 

 
4 A term that describes the way in which some crystalline minerals can form two separate crystals 
that radiate from a single base, thus appearing as “twins.” 
5 Apter, “Introduction,” 4. 
6 Though there is some variation, BDSM is commonly interpreted as an acronym for “Bondage, 
Dominance, Sadism, and Masochism.” 

Figure 38: Twinned quartz crystals. 

Image removed due to copyright
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My family history in North Africa explains my mother’s connotation of 

fetish and (superstitious) belief and informs my engagement with this order of 

objects. My grandparents—Guy David Malki and Rachel Arlette Malki—have 

shared with me their knowledge of this history, which is located predominantly in 

an Algerian city called Constantine (Figure 39). Predating the French colonisation 

of Algeria in 1830, our Jewish family was living as a (hated) minority among the 

predominantly Muslim population in Constantine for hundreds of years, since our 

ancestors fled Spain during the Spanish Inquisition.7 My Spanish ancestors were 

not the first Jews in that part of the world. Africanist and art historian Monica 

Blackmun Visonà explains that Jews possess ancient spiritual links with other 

African cultures, evident in that “most types of jewelry in the Maghreb were made 

by Jewish silversmiths, or by endogamous groups of Jewish origin.”8 This notably 

includes indigenous cultures such as the Berbers, who believed Jews “to have the 

occult abilities necessary to manipulate baraka [supernatural power] through 

silversmithing.”9 Although Berber people are renowned for their ornate silver 

jewellery (Figure 40), Blackmun Visonà adds that they regard “the act of creating 

 
7 In the late 15th and early 16th centuries. 
8 Monica Blackmun Visonà, “The Sahara and the Maghreb,” in A History of Art in Africa, ed. 
Monica Blackmun Visonà, Robin Poynor, Herbert M. Cole, and Michael D. Harris (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, 2001), 43. 
9 Blackmun Visonà, “The Sahara and the Maghreb,” 43-44. 

Figure 39: City of Constantine, Algeria. 

Image removed due to copyright
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supernaturally charged, expensive metal objects…[as]dangerous or polluting.”10 

This belief explains why the Jewish makers of Berber jewellery were considered 

outsiders, a status that seems to apply to Jews in almost every place in the world 

(except in Israel). It similarly accounts for the reason why “large silver jewelry is 

increasingly rare in the Maghreb today, for most Jews left northern Africa after a 

series of persecutions in the middle of the twentieth century.”11 Given that my 

Spanish ancestors were in Algeria for about five hundred years, and that Jews are 

largely endogamous, I am likely descended not only from Jews fleeing Spain but 

from aboriginal African Jews also. Regardless, work with special and spiritually 

charged objects of adornment pervades my family’s lineage and understanding of 

fetish. 

  

 
10 Blackmun Visonà, “The Sahara and the Maghreb,” 43. 
11 Blackmun Visonà, “The Sahara and the Maghreb,” 43. 

Figure 40: Fibula, first half of 20th century. Attributed to Algeria, Kabylie. 
Silver, French coin, enamel, coral, 12.2 x 7 x 0.6 cm. The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York. 

Image removed due to copyright



68 

 

The historical connection between my family and objects (especially silver 

objects) in possession of spiritual or supernatural power is readily observable in 

my practice. The Tsar (Figure 41) is a sterling silver thumb ring shaped to appear 

as my thumb and set with a pearl and alexandrite simulant.12 The Tsar is a fetish. 

Made by me for me in mimicry of my body, it is simultaneously art, jewellery, and 

an object into which I have invested a spiritual (transcendental) part of my 

identity. That makes it as personal as “the water of tears,” to recall Pietz’s 

statement, not just in an emotional way but in that its full meaning and value are 

knowable only to me.13 Because The Tsar is a unique embodiment of multiple yet 

specific and constantly interacting parts of my identity, it is naturally very hard to 

convey its full meaning to others. As this chapter will show, this focus on the 

specificity of objects, the ambiguity of meaning, and intimacy are all inherent traits 

of fetish. It does not inhibit fetishes like The Tsar from possessing value and 

meaning beyond their maker and user, simply that this external value is measured 

on a different register. The mysteriousness of fetish is a surprising metaphor for 

the mysteriousness of identity, the full meaning and value of which is similarly 

difficult to understand and appreciate. The incommunicability of fetishes explains 

why—from my perspective—The Tsar embodies my love of my partner, Mark, my 

reverence of Byzantine representations of divinity, my (overly-romanticised) 

attraction to the opulence of Imperial Russia, my criticisms of capitalism, monetary 

value, and the jewellery industry, my ideas about the death and decay of the body, 

my relationship with my body, and what it means to be human. These connections 

understandably may seem far-fetched and absurdly eclectic to others, who may 

only locate some, or even none, of those themes by just looking at the object. I will 

return to this matter later in the chapter. 

 
12 The alexandrite simulant being a kind of magic of its own—it changes colour from pink to 
orange and green depending on the ambient light source. 
13 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 11. 
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Figure 41: Adam Anderson, The Tsar, 2019. Sterling silver, alexandrite simulant, 
peacock pearl. Photographed by Andrew Willis. 
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2.2 Defining Fetish 

Since fetish may be associated with superstition, sex, Judaism, Africa, magic 

jewellery, the nonuniversality of meaning, and several other things that I have not 

yet discussed, it might be a little confusing to fathom what it actually is. The 

perspective of fetish that is more readily found in Western academic literature is 

one which can broadly be referred to as the negative perspective. This perspective 

is overarchingly negative because it makes use of the word “fetish” to denote a 

failure of (distinctly Western) cognition, rationality, and “correct” thinking, which 

results in so-called pathological, kinky, inverted, “primitive,” frivolous, or 

erroneous convictions.14 These “failures of rationality” are particularly apparent in 

supposedly misplaced values, usually a combination of lack (of “real” value) and 

overvaluation (of “worthless” values).15 Fetish appears in this form across many 

theoretical discourses but is strongly associated with psychology, economics, 

philosophy and anthropology.16 Many renowned theorists have invoked fetish 

negatively, with their respective and considerable influence on Western 

knowledge. Some of these theorists include Freud, Marx, Binet, and Comte17, as 

well as Whitehead (“a fallacy of misplaced concreteness”), Hegel (fetishisms as a 

“factitious universal,” an unmediated particular), Heidegger (“an Ereigenes, an 

appropriation”), and Kant (fetishism as a degraded sublime, a “trifle”).18 As Emily 

Apter remarks, “fetishism has been portrayed as theoretically worthless.”19 

However, within the derision of all that is associated with fetish lies the underlying 

meaning of the negative fetish, which can ultimately be recast as powerfully 

positive when applied to identity discourses. 

The essence of the negative fetish is best explained by Apter and Pietz, who 

state that “Fetishism has been a key word in the cultural discourse through which 

 
14 Bruno Latour, “Fetish—Factish,” Material Religion 7, no. 1 (2011): 43, 
doi:10.2752/175183411X12968355481935. 
15 Hal Foster, “The Art of Fetishism: Notes on Dutch Still Life,” in Fetish, ed. Sarah Whiting, 
Edward Mitchell, and Greg Lynn (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992), 6. 
16 Foster, “The Art of Fetishism,” 6. 
17 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish I,” 5. 
18 Emily Apter, “Specularity and Reproduction: Marx, Freud, Baudrillard,” in Fetish, ed. Sarah 
Whiting, Edward Mitchell, and Greg Lynn (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992), 23. 
19 Apter, “Specularity and Reproduction,” 23. 
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‘developed’ societies have identified themselves by characterizing their Others.”20 

The way cultures distinguish themselves as superior through their difference to a 

supposedly inferior other is not unlike how performativity identifies itself through 

its difference to essentialism, to recall my earlier citation of Tseëlon.21 To consider 

someone a worshipper of fetish is to distance oneself from them. It is a double 

qualification; with oneself, one’s culture, beliefs, values, desires, practices, and 

behaviours as “developed” and therefore superior, and the others’ as “undeveloped” 

and therefore inferior. The perhaps paradoxical action of claiming and using fetish 

in association with oneself is therefore a way to occupy a space between viewing 

oneself as “the one” and “the other.” It is to claim one’s identity while remaining 

reflexive and attentive to the similarities and differences of others, without 

positioning either as superior or inferior. Nevertheless, historically speaking the 

“undeveloped” person associated with fetish has been strongly linked with words 

that denote inferior social status, words such as “primitive,” “savage,” “perverted,” 

“unenlightened,” and “heretical.” 

Fetish is also strongly associated with the monoliths of Western civilization, 

particularly Christianity and the Enlightenment.22 The Catholic Church used 

variations of the word “fetish” to diminish the value of “profane” spiritual activity.23 

Ironically, but appropriately given fetish’s twinning, Protestant Christians later 

refocussed the negativity of fetish as an attack against Catholicism, citing the 

Vatican’s lavish wealth and material possessions (Figure 42) as inconsistent with 

the modest values of Christianity.24 The Enlightenment’s lust for rationality and 

empiricism as the supreme means through which to make sense of the world 

similarly mobilised fetish against the “hermetic sciences.” Dubbed the “occult” to 

suggest the concealment of malevolent supernatural power, branches of 

knowledge-seeking uncompliant with enlightenment philosophy were recast as 

 
20 Apter and Pietz, Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ix. 
21 Tseëlon, “Is the Presented Self Sincere?,” 120. 
22 Apter, “Specularity and Reproduction,” 23. 
23 Foster, “The Art of Fetishism,” 9. 
24 Foster, “The Art of Fetishism,” 9. 
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trifle and perverse mysticisms, hypocritically occulting the shared histories and 

aims of branches like chemistry and alchemy.25 

Given this history, it is unsurprising that fetish also served as a term that 

policed and structured identity. Most notably, fetish was used to distance white 

Europeans from black Africans, the demarcation of Africans and other non-

Western people as primitive and irrational mystics used to justify their 

enslavement and supposed inferiority to the so-called developed intellect of the 

West.26 This attitude also entered nineteenth century sexology’s oppression of 

women and queer individuals, where “fetish” served as a catch-all term referring to 

a myriad of “irrational,” and hence “pathological” sexual activity from hysteria to 

homosexuality—any sexual activity not involving exclusively one man and one 

woman with the express purpose of procreation.27 

 
25 See Maria Rzepińska, “Tenebrism in Baroque Painting and Its Ideological Background,” 
translated by Krystyna Malcharek, Artibus et Historiae 17, no. 13 (1986): 91-112. 
26 William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, IIIa: Bosman's Guinea and the Enlightenment 
Theory of Fetishism,” Anthropology and Aesthetics 16 (Autumn, 1988): 106. 
27 See Valerie Steele, “Fashion, Fetish, Fantasy,” in ed. Efrat Tseëlon, Masquerade and Identity: 
Essays on Gender, Sexuality and Marginality (London, Routledge, 2001): 73-82; Michel Foucault, 
The History of Sexuality (Volume 1: An Introduction), trans. Robert Hurley (London: Penguin 
Books, 1979); Robert A. Nye, “The Medical Origins of Sexual Fetishism,” in Fetishism as Cultural 
Discourse, ed. Emily Apter and William Pietz (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 13-30. 

Figure 42: Pope Benedict XVI in Papal vestments. 

Image removed due to copyright
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The connotation of fetish with inferiority and irrationality hinges in part on 

exposing the “magical thinking”28 that underpins the use of fetishes and 

transgresses the established social structures of the West. The “error” of magical 

thinking lies with fetishists who—convinced by their own imagination29—

represent “a supreme example of the reconciliation of imagination and reality,” as 

historian Dawn Ades states.30 Ades’s statements implicitly bind magical thinking 

with social non-conformity and the agency of self-determination. This is because, 

according to Dick Hebdige, magical thinking: 

Can be seen as implicitly coherent, though explicitly 

bewildering, systems of connection between things 

which perfectly equip their users to 'think' their own 

world. These magical systems of connection have a 

common feature: they are capable of infinite extension 

because basic elements can be used in a variety of 

improvised combinations to generate new meanings 

within them.31 

The magical thinking of fetish can thus be seen as a positive means of 

transcendental self-apprehension and an antagonistic subversion of the 

monolithic social institutions of the West. To be cosmopoietic (to create one’s own 

world or reality) transgresses the almost autocratic power of religion, science, 

colonialism, academia, philosophy, government, corporations, and other “rational” 

Western institutions to produce and maintain the realities and order of the world. 

This certainly—if not primarily—pertains to the realities of a person’s 

identity. Using fetish and magical thinking to make sense of one’s identity and the 

world circumnavigates the social order—and in doing so incurs its wrath, which 

goes some way in explaining the demonisation of fetish and its users. The 

“implicitly coherent but explicitly bewildering” connections I make in artworks 

 
28 Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism, 10. 
29 Dawn Ades, “Surrealism: Fetishism's Job” in Fetishism: Visualising Power and Desire, ed. 
Anthony Shelton (London: The South Bank Centre/Lund Humphries, 1995), 67. 
30 Ades, “Surrealism,” 73. 
31 Hebdige, “Style,” 258. 
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such as The Tsar empower me to tangibly interact with and redefine my own 

identity in alignment with my values and implicit systems of connection.32 As I 

perform with it, The Tsar also enables me to make sense of my existence without 

subjecting other people to the same “laws,” because magical thinking is understood 

as implicit rather than answerable to external forces. Further, fetish’s magical 

thinking enables me to transcend myself by infinitely recombining these internal 

connections, resulting in an indefinite number of identities that can be performed 

with the aid of fetishes like The Tsar. However, the recombination of internal 

connections does not occur within the fetish itself (The Tsar never changes its 

meaning and implicit connections). Rather, the recombination of connections 

occurs in the specific event of interaction between the fetish and my body, 

particularly when multiple fetishes are used. This is why fetishes such as The Tsar 

are mostly not presented as standalone artworks but are usually present in images 

that document performances of identity that incorporate multiple fetishes 

interacting with my body. The Tsar is presented in this way in artworks such as 

McCavanagh’s Great Bridge (Figure 34), Laser Sphinx—The First Gate (Figure 60), 

and Vodka and Black Body Hair (Figure 43). 

Inasmuch as this is the method of presenting fetish objects that I normally 

deploy, it sometimes occurs that the image chosen to represent a particular 

performed identity does not feature the fetish used in that performance well, or 

even at all. In these instances, the fetish may function as an exhibit that 

compliments the image, or as an object in its own right. The frequency of such 

changes to my exhibition strategy has grown since 2019 because I am increasingly 

producing fetishes in the form of jewellery, which can be small relative to my body. 

This can also happen because the volume of fetish jewellery I produce exceeds the 

number of performances that I can do. 

  

 
32 Hebdige, “Style,” 258. 
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Figure 43: Adam Anderson, Vodka and Black Body Hair, 2019. 
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2.3 Etymology 

The reason why fetish and its users are “of sinister pedigree,” is also 

explained by the word’s etymology.33 A brief outline of the evolution of the word 

“fetish” highlights how it is deeply embedded within the history of social control 

and oppression. It also explains why, according to Pietz, it is “proper to no 

historical field other than that of the history of the word itself, and to no discrete 

society or culture, but to a cross-cultural situation formed by the ongoing 

encounter of the value codes of radically different social orders.”34 This makes the 

etymology of fetish ideal as a background through which to consider the similarly 

culturally divergent understanding of identity in art that is the subject of this 

thesis. In fact, Pietz states that fetish “represents the emerging articulation of a 

theoretical materialism quite incompatible and in conflict with the philosophical 

tradition.”35 Pietz’s declaration that fetish articulates theoretical materialism—the 

premise appropriately paradoxical—reiterates a statement I made earlier. Fetishes 

are extraordinary objects, they possess a “special force or independent life”36 that 

anthropomorphically imbues them with both the inanimate tangibility of objects 

and also the animate abstraction of theoretical concepts or personalities. It is not 

unlike how one might consider a living person as possessive of both physical and 

immaterial substance, whereas in death a person is seen as “just” a body. 

For Apter, fetish “appeals to disparate fields and sensibilities first and 

foremost because the etymological origins and philosophical history of the word 

itself point to the artifice present in virtually all forms of cultural representation.”37 

Unfortunately, for most theorists including Apter and Pietz, the omnipresence of 

artifice in cultural representation never seems to escape the negative charge of 

implying a lack of depth or disingenuousness. As a result, fetish and its etymology 

are seen as limited to this negative context—fetish can, at best, be used to redirect 

the “negativity of artifice” against oppressive social norms. However, in this thesis 

neither fetish nor artifice are inherently negative or malevolent, but ambivalent 

 
33 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish I,” 5. 
34 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 10–11. 
35 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish I,” 6. Emphasis added. 
36 Foster, “The Art of Fetishism,” 6. 
37 Apter, “Introduction,” 2. 
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forms of transcendental agency possessive of the awesome power to engage with 

the undertowed essence of identity. Fetish’s exposure of the ubiquity of artifice is 

therefore seen in this thesis as a positive and reflexive agency of identity 

construction rather than a method of invalidating depth in people’s culture, values, 

and identity. Nevertheless, to show how fetish’s history and etymology can be 

saved from its seemingly overwhelming negativity, I must first explain where this 

negativity is seeded. 

The earliest etymological root of the word fetish already implies theoretical 

materialism, it is found in the Latin facere, meaning simply “to make.”38 Cementing 

fetish’s connection with the act of making, objects that are artificially made (as 

opposed to naturally occurring), and artifice in general, certain contemporary 

adaptations of facere remain tethered to this etymological root. This is apparent in 

the noun and verb forms of the word “fashion.” However, facere also became a 

demarcation of inferior quality and fraudulent market goods disguised as their 

natural counterpart.39 Hence, in the etymology of “fetish,” there is a foundational 

conflation of that which is artificially made with that which is deceptive and of 

inferior quality. 

I engage with and subvert this foundational context of facere in several 

ways. As an artist I am one who “makes things”—artworks that are at once highly 

artificial but also convey my sincerest point of view (hence artificial but not 

deceptive, lacking depth, or of low quality). While this pertains to my performance 

of identity being similarly artificial yet sincere, I wish to demonstrate this facet of 

my research through my production of fetish jewellery. The Notre Dame (Figure 

44), is a ring made of sulphur oxidised sterling silver set with one laboratory (lab) 

made blue spinel, two natural lemon quartzes, and four cultured pearls. The 

materials of this ring are arranged in a spectrum of naturalness and artificiality that 

confound attempts to divide these qualities into precise categories. To begin with, 

sterling silver, which can hardly be considered a low quality, inferior, or deceptive 

material, is not natural but a human-made alloy of pure (elemental) silver and 

 
38 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 24. 
39 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 25. 
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copper at a constant ratio of 92.5% silver to 7.5% copper, which increases its 

hardness and durability compared to fine silver (99.9% silver), which is easily 

scratched or deformed. Sterling silver’s artificiality can therefore be said to 

contribute to its quality in some respects, even if the alloy is less pure. The lab 

spinel is an entirely manufactured gemstone, and the low price of acquiring it 

reflects the values of the marketplace. Despite this, even expert gemmologists with 

the latest technologies can find it difficult to distinguish lab from natural 

gemstones because they are practically identical in appearance and chemical 

composition—they are made of the same material and possess the same qualities. 

Further, lab gemstones like the spinel of The Notre Dame are often superior in 

clarity and colour. Their inferiority to dug-out counterparts is evident only in their 

monetary value, and in that some people greatly value the circumstance of a 

gemstone’s creation as well as its individual qualities (i.e. whether the gemstone 

was made in a laboratory or formed inside the earth). I do not dismiss the value of 

a gemstone’s creation—a value which I subscribe to. However, I do note that this 

value is not “rational” but a fantasy. People imagine a gemstone’s “life” as it is 

comes into being over mind-boggling spans of time, they imagine what the earth 

looked like, what was alive, and the coexistence of the gemstone with historical 

events, places, and figures. This also does not negate a similar kind of value being 

invested in lab gemstones, which are the product of human ingenuity and exciting 

technological processes. Cultured pearls are natural and artificial in and of 

themselves. They are natural because they are composed of many layers of nacre 

deposited around an irritant inside of a mollusc’s shell. However, being cultured, 

the irritant that impregnated the mollusc and set in motion the creation of the 

pearl is artificial, it is placed there by human hands. Even the lemon quartzes, 

which are completely natural, have been faceted according to mathematical 

theories in order to enhance their colour and brightness. By bringing together 

natural and artificial materials, The Notre Dame complicates the traditional 

process through which facere is associated with inferiority. The coexistence of 

artifice and essence can be extended to identity, artifice and essence exist in mutual 

unity, not mutual exclusivity.  
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Figure 44: Adam Anderson, The Notre Dame, 2020. Sterling silver, lab spinel, 
lemon quartz, cultured pearls. 
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Nevertheless, it is not difficult to see how the artifice of facere—appearing 

as the adjective facticius—strongly connoted the malevolent Devil (who deceives 

through the artifice of disguise) in the context of the Latin languages of European 

Christendom.40 Not just marketplace goods but also people’s bodies and physical 

matter in general are deeply implicated here. This is because “the natural human 

body [was seen] as divine image, whose wilful alteration constitutes idolatry.”41 

According to Pietz, Adam of the Garden of Eden represented this natural, pure, 

beautiful, and truthful body that is likened to the (male) Christian God.42  

My artworks certainly also respond to this context of facere and facticius. 

While bearing his name, performances such as yoke. (Figure 45) corrupt the divine 

image of biblical Adam’s body from within. Deploying the artifice of fetish and 

costume, yoke. transforms the monolith of the male body as the most natural or 

pure form of humanity into a voluptuous serpentine monster. 

 
40 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 25. 
41 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 26. 
42 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 28. 

Figure 45: Adam Anderson, yoke., 2019. Collaborative performance with Andrew 
Willis and Andrew Frost. Photographed by Caroline Arlett. 
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The binary equation of natural-is-benevolent and artificial-is-malevolent 

continued to dominate the etymological history of fetish as facere—now feitiço, 

feiticeiro, and feitiçaria in fifteenth century Portuguese—respectively became the 

terms for the objects, people, and practice proper to magic and witchcraft.43 These 

are words that police identity. This is because, inasmuch as labelling something 

facere invalidated the worth of marketplace goods, linking something or someone 

with feitiço, feiticeiro, and feitiçaria invalidated non-Christian beliefs, objects, 

practices, and people, especially women (who are principally associated with 

witchcraft).44 This regulation was particularly aimed at magical practices and 

witchcraft because they involve the interaction of non-sacramental, 

transcendentally invested objects with the body.45 To engage with feitiço was to 

commit a double-offence: to worship the wrong divinity and to conduct worship 

the wrong way. Apart from not revering the Christian God, the use of non-

sacramental materials circumvented clergymen, thereby undercutting the 

Church’s representatives and dominion over spiritual belief.46 Further, “the realm 

of matter as such was an improper medium for acts of worship,”47 because the 

“transcendental subject of modernity…‘knew the value of things’—that is, 

disavowed any but a financial investment in objects.”48 

This disembodied understanding of the transcendental subject of 

modernity—far from any transcendence of which I may speak in this thesis—was 

positioned in direct opposition to African people and embodied forms of identity 

and transcendence. When the Portuguese sailed to West Africa and began trading 

and enslaving, the Portuguese pidgin word fetisso was summoned to describe 

objects that the Portuguese valued for trade, particularly if they included gold.49 

The peoples they encountered in Africa also valued these objects, but as embodied 

 
43 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 24. 
44 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 6. 
45 Ann Jones Rosalind and Peter Stallybrass, “Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory: 
Introduction,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 2007), 
67. 
46 Rosalind and Stallybrass, “Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory,” 67. 
47 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 28. 
48 Rosalind and Stallybrass, “Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory,” 69. 
49 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 10. 
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supernatural forces.50 These objects were not commercial “fashions” but 

“fashionings, the materializations of memory, objects that worked upon and 

transformed the body of the wearer.”51 These were positive fetishes, they connected 

their user to powers that strengthened the interior connections within the 

individual’s identity. Meyer states that the one who makes fetishes for others in 

their community “operates in principle for the good of all. His help is sought in 

times of need, for he is seen as the mediator between members of the tribe and all 

the powers of darkness. For this reason he also acts as healer.”52 Europeans almost 

universally recognised and feared the power of these African objects (Figure 46) in 

the seventeenth century, which betrayed that they too subscribed to the 

supposedly primitive magic of fetishes (and in demonstration of fetish’s 

twinning).53 The Portuguese nevertheless saw fetish objects as sacrilegious and 

improper artefacts of worship, and therefore fetisso, as an adaptation of feitiço 

(object of witchcraft), became their default description.54 

The incompatible systems of value present in trades between Africans and 

Europeans caused a double-corruption.55 In order to acquire “exotic,” and 

sometimes gold-laden objects, “Africa perverted Western capitalism (forcing it to 

adopt the superstitious worship of material objects) just as European capitalists 

perverted indigenous economies through exploitation,” as Apter puts it.56 This 

twin-corruption established the effect of fetish’s twinning. Using fetish to qualify 

oneself as superior and the other as inferior—using magical instead of financial 

attribution of value to objects as grounds for this assessment—exposes one’s own 

magical values (not least the magical value of money and its exchange). I will 

shortly elaborate on this in discussing sexual and commodity fetishism. 

 
50 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 10. 
51 Rosalind and Stallybrass, “Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory,” 69. 
52 Meyer, Black Africa, 141. 
53 Meyer, Black Africa, 141. 
54 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 38-40. 
55 Apter, “Specularity and Reproduction,” 23. 
56 Apter, “Specularity and Reproduction,” 23. 
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The connotational cascade that links the disparate uses of “fetish” and its 

earlier variants is never far removed in contemporary discourse and artworks that 

incorporate fetish. This is evident in much of Leigh Bowery’s artwork. A rock-hard 

black cock, an African statue, a tar-drenched demon, a masochistic sex doll, a 

campy alien, an elegant yet deformed woman, and an “Aussie bloke” being a 

“larrikin,” are all associations readily formed with one of Bowery’s most iconic 

looks, documented by Fergus Greer.57 Bowery’s untitled artwork, the 

documentation of which is titled by Fergus Greer as Session III, Look 38, June 1994 

(hereafter Look 38, Figure 47) is a complete work of fetish. Bowery greatly informs 

my practice and will be repeatedly drawn upon in this chapter. Though Bowery has 

often been annexed as an artist that antagonises social conventions in a similar 

fashion to Sherman, I regard the politics of Bowery’s looks as something of a  

 
57 Looks are defined in this thesis as the overall appearance and attitude of a performed identity, 
including posing, costuming, makeup, accessories, and other elements. 

Figure 46: Ceremonial helmet, Asante peoples (Ghana), 19th century. Silver, 

shell, antelope hair, gold, and antelope skin. The British Museum. 

Image removed due to copyright
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Figure47: Fergus Greer and Leigh Bowery, Session III, Look 38, June 1994, 1994. 

Image removed due to copyright
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The sheer number of fetish’s weighted connotations and disparate uses in 

discourse makes it difficult to capture within a single framework. However, it is 

possible to do so using Pietz’s four conditions. Pietz’s assessment of fetish was 

established through three essays published in Anthropology and Aesthetics 

between 1985 and 1988, titled “The Problem of the Fetish.” Pietz’s way of 

understanding the “problem” of the (negative) fetish is significant because it 

collapses and extrapolates the essence of its divergent uses, particularly as they 

appear in Freudian, Marxist, and anthropological theory. The resulting concept 

can, according to Apter, be used to “undermine monolithic belief structures from 

Christianity and Enlightenment philosophy to the ‘rational’ laws of capitalist 

exchange.”60 In this thesis, the ability of Pietz’s fetish to undermine monolithic 

belief structures certainly extends to traditional essentialist understandings of 

identity and disembodied transcendence. However, with its twinning, fetish 

should also be considered in this thesis as undermining of the determinate finality 

of performativity—a reasoned and rational understanding of identity that I regard 

as equally monolithic in contemporary discourses. 

2.4 The Four Conditions 

Pietz identifies four primary conditions of fetish. These are: (1) irreducible 

materiality, (2) singularity, heterogeneity, and repetition, (3) self-reinforcing and 

constructed value, and (4) intimacy, subjection, and mediation by the body.61 The 

first theme is the matter of matter; in Pietz’s words, “the truth of the fetish resides 

in its status as a material embodiment; its truth is not that of the idol, for the idol’s 

truth lies in its relation of iconic resemblance to some immaterial model or 

entity.”62 To be clear, a fetish is always an object, one into which a transcendental 

investment of identity is made. It is distinct from idols because fetish does not refer 

or appeal to a higher power, it is the higher power. To draw a parallel to identity 

in art, the difference between a fetish and an idol is similar to the difference 

between Bowery’s Look 38 and Warhol’s screen-printed Marilyn Monroe. Given 

that, as I have discussed in Chapter 1, Warhol’s Monroe refers beyond Monroe 

 
60 Apter, “Specularity and Reproduction,” 23. 
61 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 23. 
62 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
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herself to the higher power of celebrity and such—the image of Monroe can thus 

be considered an idol. Conversely, Bowery’s performance (documented by Greer) 

refers only to itself, to Bowery’s expression of his own identity—and can be 

considered a fetish. The ability of an individual’s entire or partial body to become 

a fetish is something I will return to throughout this chapter. 

With its association with non-Western (particularly African) art and 

spirituality, the irreducible materiality of fetishes is pronounced in Modernist art, 

especially surrealism. Salvador Dali’s painting Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee 

around a Pomegranate One Second before Awakening (Figure 49) exemplifies the 

close relationship surrealism shares with fetish. According to Celia Rabinovitch, 

“The salient feature of surrealist art is its deliberate evocation of numinous mystery 

embodied in ordinary and often absurd material objects.”63 In Dali’s painting, this 

mysteriousness may relate to a number of the depicted objects (as well as the 

painting itself), but perhaps most notably to the pomegranate, which together with 

the flight of the bee becomes a portal into the sleeper’s dream. Fetish is strongly 

affiliated with the notion of surreality, described by Rabinovitch as a superlative 

state of mind, a sacred realm one enters into through the mundane, and that 

“resists conventional rational categories of intellectual discourse.”64 Furthermore, 

as ordinary and absurd objects transform into surrealism’s sacred points of access, 

they expose the “unusual power that resides in objects transmitted from a material 

connection to a person, a place, or an event [that] provokes an elusive ‘sense of 

significance’.”65 The surreal and the fetish thus share the fundamentally material 

means by which transcendental states of mind are accessed, a connection that is 

enabled by the powerful connections between individuals and particular objects. 

 
63 Celia Rabinovitch, Surrealism and the Sacred: Power, Eros, and the Occult in Modern Art 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 2002), 6. 
64 Rabinovitch, Surrealism and the Sacred, 4. 
65 Rabinovitch, Surrealism and the Sacred, 168. 
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Figure 49: Salvador Dali, Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee around a 
Pomegranate One Second before Awakening, 1944. 

Image removed due to copyright
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The objecthood of fetishes may seem straightforward. However, the 

significance, intimacy, and specificity of their physicality is often overlooked when 

focus is directed at fetish worshippers’ behaviour (fetishism), rather than what they 

are worshipping.66 This oversight is typical in psychology and—to an extent—in 

economics. Regardless, both discourses’ focus on the behaviour associated with 

fetish is still materially based and accounted for by Pietz’s first condition. Sexual 

fetishism, for example, often focuses on the lustful psychopathology of disavowed 

sexual fixation rather than the specific thing fixated on.67 In Freudian theory, the 

disavowed fixation is that of the infamous “maternal penis,” its “lack” compensated 

for and substituted via a phallically symbolic object; a high-heeled boot, a boned 

corset, or a body-part such as a foot, finger, or nose.68 The emphasis in this case 

might seem to be located less in the object, and more in trying to understand (“fix”) 

the sexual “malfunction” itself, which is driven by the assumption that the psyche 

perceives women as castrated (i.e. “lacking” a penis). Nevertheless, the original 

fixation on the absent maternal penis is already one that is material, an objectified 

part of male anatomy that is supposedly lost in female anatomy. It is noteworthy 

to point out that fetish’s twinning is also active here: Freudian psychology’s 

theorisation of a fictitious maternal penis is a reconciliation of imagination and 

reality; it is magical thinking. Material too is the symbolic object that is used for 

substitution—the corset, the foot, whatever—all in an attempt to overcome 

castration anxiety.69 Therefore sexual fetishism, used to describe an ailment of 

male sexuality, not only largely disregards female involvement in sexual fetishism 

but also quintessentially cannot exist without a highly fixated upon and special 

object—one with the power to grant sexual pleasure while alleviating the “horror” 

of witnessing the woman’s supposedly castrated genitals. This illustrates not only 

that the physicality of the fetish is irreducible, but also that Pietz’s four conditions 

can collapse other “types” of fetish into overarching attributes. Finally, as I have 

done using fetish’s twinning, it is possible to redirect the “negativity” and 

 
66 Valerie Steele, Fetish: Fashion, Sex & Power (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 6. 
67 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity (London: British Film Institute, 1996), 5. 
68 Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, 5. 
69 Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, 5. 
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“irrationality” of fetish and its underpinnings of magical thinking back at Freudian 

psychoanalysis, and thus challenge some of its more misogynist facets. 

Although the artwork does not solely regard sexuality, the primacy of 

tangible materials in performing identities that include the sexual aspects of fetish 

is evident in one of my artworks called Pearl (Figure 50). Pearl is composed of three 

parts: two photographic prints and a mouth gag which was worn in both of the 

accompanying images. The gag was modified after its use in the two performances 

by suspending a large plastic pearl bead in the centre using a chain (Figure 51). In 

order to show how, in my visual output, the irreducible materiality of Pietz’s fetish 

collapses other uses of the term “fetish,” I will briefly engage Freudian sexual 

fetishism in the analysis of the gag. Sexual fetish is apparent in the gag first by it 

being intended as a sex toy by the manufacturer. Its commercial purpose is to aid 

fellatio by forcing the mouth agape, self-lubricating as the body naturally responds 

to the object by salivating. This purpose can be seen in Figure 52, a promotional 

image in an online store. My addition of the metal chain and pearl invokes sexual 

activity even as it negates the act of fellatio. To begin with, the stiffness of the metal 

chain may be considered a symbolic substitute for the hard phallus, while the pearl 

references both saliva and ejaculate. However, my alteration of the gag complicates 

heteronormative, misogynist, and phallocentric readings of sexual fetishism. 

Deviating from the conventional phallic symbolism of sexual fetishism, I’ve 

engaged the slippage between labial and anal symbolism. Instead of a phallus, the 

parted lips of the gag can be read as both an anal and labial form. The addition of 

the pearl also functions as an alternative reference to the clitoris and vaginal 

secretions (and hence female sexual pleasure), or ejaculation in the anus (in 

reference to homosexual pleasure). 
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Figure 50: Adam Anderson, Pearl, 2019. Installation shot, photographed by 
Annelize Mulder. Sawtooth ARI, Launceston, Tasmania. 

Figure 51: Adam Anderson, Pearl (detail of mouth gag), 2019. 
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labour. 70 That is, instead of a product being monetarily valued for its usefulness or 

the labour which was invested into its production, in commodity fetishism value 

“incorrectly” resides in fantasy, luxury, and monetary exchange for its own sake.71 

The value of a Dolce and Gabbana handbag (Figure 54), for instance, is arguably 

not located in its usefulness as transportable storage, nor is it based in the 

skilfulness or time of the specific craftsperson responsible for its manufacture. Its 

 
70 Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, 4. 
71 Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, 4. 

Figure 53: Lucian Freud, Nude with Leg Up (Leigh Bowery), 1992. Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC. 

Figure 54: Dolce and Gabbana handbag, 2015. 

Image removed due to copyright

Image removed due to copyright
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value is found in its expensive allure of participation in the lifestyle of the luxury 

brand Dolce and Gabbana. However, neither Dolce and Gabbana’s capitalist 

fantasy nor Marxist objections to it can be negotiated without an object—the bag. 

Like Dali’s pomegranate or Bowery’s body, here the bag is the embodied gateway 

of the fantasy of luxury. Twinning is present here as well. Rightly concerned with 

the welfare of the labourer and the ethics of economic exchange, Marx’s attack of 

the value of fantasy in economic exchange nevertheless fantasises a pure and 

sincere worker whose only wish is to contribute individual labour to society in 

exchange for mutual benefit and survival. Similarly, the fairness of economies 

based on Marxist theory—manifest in communism—is a demonstrable fantasy. If 

Soviet propaganda is any indication of happy Marxist labourers and their utopian 

societies, where they supposedly know the true value of things, then that image is 

a strongly erotic one. A strapping blonde Russian man yielding his “huge tool,” 

occasionally visited by his equally beautiful Chinese boyfriend (Figure 55)—it is 

downright Freudian. While it is not my intention to suggest that the excessively 

materialistic values of money or luxurious objects are not, indeed, a fallacy that is 

Figure 55: Soviet/Chinese propaganda poster, circa 1950. 

Image removed due to copyright
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extremely problematic in Western capitalism—I am also cautious of dismissing the 

value of fantasy altogether. 

It is difficult to consider my fetish-making in relation to Marxist 

perspectives on commodity fetishism. Although my practice involves the 

production of objects that may be considered fashion or jewellery—suggesting that 

they could be considered as commodities—my artworks are not typical products 

for consumer consumption. By this, I am referring to the relatively small quantities 

and specificity of my production to my own body. Further, much more in 

alignment with Bowery’s Look 38 than anything by Dolce and Gabbana, the 

plentifulness of my flesh and my dimensions mean that the objects I create are 

often absurdly huge for most other people. My objects’ appearance in my 

performances also does not create a fantasy most people would consider as 

desirous as Dolce and Gabbana’s, even if some of the objects are attractive in and 

of themselves. This tends to void any use value my objects might have for almost 

anyone other than myself. 

Although further discussion of the value of objects based in usefulness 

would require a deeper analysis of Marxist theory that is beyond the scope of this 

thesis, it is noteworthy to state that the Marxist value of labour is emphasised in 

Bowery’s artwork and also in my own. This emphasis is generated by the specificity, 

difficulty, and intricacy of making and using certain fetishes. These bespoke 

objects are especially effective in emphasising the labour of the individual who 

made them when that individual has a body that does not normally participate in 

the commercial imagery that might be used by brands such as Dolce and Gabbana. 

Fetish’s specificity to its user leads me to Pietz’s second condition. 
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Fetish’s second condition is concerned with its unique makeup and 

formation, which gives it its power and significance. Pietz states that, 

Second, and equally important, is the theme of 

singularity and repetition. The fetish has an ordering 

power derived from its status as the fixation or 

inscription of a unique originating event that has 

brought together previously heterogenous elements into 

a novel identity.72 

To break down Pietz’s claim into more manageable parts, fetish can be understood 

as singularly multiple or repetitively unique, thereby possessive of a kind of 

dynamic yet innate or essential state (like identity).73 Fetish also has the power to 

exert some kind of order or control over the fetishist, a power that comes from its 

(actively) fixated demarcation of a unique event.74 This vital event is the event in 

which the fetish was created, and is precipitated by the conjoining of heterogenous 

elements.75 Finally, once formed, the fetish constitutes a new identity.76 

Pietz’s selection of the word “heterogenous” as opposed to “heterogeneous” 

in his description of a fetish’s formation is informative. Unlike heterogeneous 

things, which involve the amalgamation of diverse elements, heterogenous things 

emphasise the comparative heterogeneity of discrete elements that are foreign or 

unlike in nature and origin. For example, a nation may be made of a heterogeneous 

mixture of people, but an octopus strung on broken glass with wool yarn and worn 

as a hat describes heterogenous elements that, frankly, would combine into a 

wonderful fetish, and hat. Pietz’s words are also carefully chosen when awarding a 

new identity to a fetish—anthropomorphising it with a livelihood, distinction, and 

agency not normally attributed to inanimate objects. The formation of a fetish 

being a moment in which a novel identity is birthed makes perfect sense. It was, 

after all, the same moment in which a part of an individual’s transcendental 

 
72 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
73 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
74 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
75 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
76 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 
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identity was invested into the object, the individual “breathing life” into the object 

that thus becomes a fetish. Ultimately, the exact nature of fetish power is the power 

of singularity and repetition because the fetish unfailingly reasserts the significant 

uniqueness of its identity—a transcendental identity conjured by the intimate 

relationship between a person and a special object. 

Pietz’s loaded second condition of fetish is significant in this thesis because 

it strongly corresponds with the way I think about identity and the methods of my 

practice. Exemplified in images such as Horseradish Bubblegum (Figure 56), fetish’s 

status as a singular yet constructed and transcendental identity is paralleled in my 

artworks by the consideration of identity as similarly artificial, essential, and 

transcendental. Moreover, like fetishes, performed identities originate in a unique 

event (the performance) in which heterogenous elements (fetishes, costumes, 

identity, and the body) are united. Given their symmetrical features and specificity, 

when fetishes and performed identities (and costumes) meet in my artworks, they 

become something of an inseparable unity. I will address the role of costume in my 

practice in Chapter 3. 

The ring that I am wearing in Horseradish Bubblegum is a fetish. It is called 

The Guy David Malki (Figure 57) after my grandfather. Horseradish Bubblegum and 

The Guy David Malki exemplify how the investment of transcendental aspects of 

identity transfer into, reside within, and help to define an object as a fetish. 

According to Pietz, the heterogenous elements that are combined in the formation 

of a fetish are not solely physical but also transcendental, in Pietz’s words these are 

“desires and beliefs and narrative structures.”77 The elements that constitute a 

fetish are often just as heterogenous in these immaterial materials as they are in 

their physical materials. 

 
77 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 7. 



98 

 

  

Figure 56: Adam Anderson, Horseradish Bubblegum, 2020. 
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Figure 57: Adam Anderson, The Guy David Malki, 2020. Sterling silver, cultured 
baroque pearl (South Sea), pipe opal (Winton). Photographed by Andrew Willis. 
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In physical terms, The Guy David Malki is made of the combination of 

textured sterling silver, a cultured baroque pearl, and a pipe opal from Winton 

(Queensland). These materials may be varied but they are hardly a bewildering 

combination of physical materials in jewellery. However, in The Guy David Malki, 

the combination of these materials with transcendental elements may seem 

somewhat less rational to an outside observer. The sterling silver of the ring’s band 

bears an impression of a wreath of leaves that border my grandfather’s medal from 

the Israeli army, which was gifted to me as a young child. Without entering into 

the politics of Middle Eastern conflicts, this feature of the ring alone unfailingly 

manages to invoke for me my grandfather, my family’s relationship with Jewish 

African silversmiths, my childhood, the Israeli army (and my independent 

relationship to it), the desert landscape in which I was raised, and Israel’s difficult 

politics. Similarly, the ring’s baroque pearl was gifted to me by my mother, whose 

first name—Ariella—means “lioness of God,” and her middle name—Pnina—in 

Hebrew means “pearl.” Again, viewed discretely the ring’s pearl summons my 

mother’s strength, warmth, and our bond, my parents’ protection of me, my 

connotation of pearls with Byzantium, royalty, opulence, and the Mediterranean 

Sea, divine protection, and the wild emotional beauty produced by organisms and 

the natural world. Finally, the ring’s opal was gifted to me on my birthday by my 

partner, Mark. It invokes his love, care, and protection of me, the instance of my 

birth (and therefore age, and eventual death), my connection to the Australian 

land and its history, my father who was born in Australia (and is partly 

Indigenous), my partner’s migration from Soviet Ukraine to Israel and Australia 

(plus my own migrations across lands), and the opal’s play of colour that is a 

mesmerizingly beautiful “magic” of the earth. The opal’s connection to the earth 

also extends into a personal, familial, and cultural one. My name (Adam) is related 

to several words in Hebrew, including adam (“human” and “man”), adama 

(“earth”), adom (“red”), and dam (blood). The name “Adam” in Judaism originates 

from the story of Genesis—God having made biblical Adam out of clay. As the first 

male born of my generation (in my family), I was named in reference to this 

symbolic context. 
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However, all of this significance is only partial and small in comparison to 

The Guy David Malki’s full meaning. Unlike my description, the internal system of 

connections (magical thinking) that coheres the heterogenous elements of The Guy 

David Malki possess no discrete borders or cleavage. That is, rather than ordered 

and segmented like performative identities and rational ways of thinking, the 

physical and transcendental substance of The Guy David Malki are free to combine 

and recombine endlessly. As a direct result of the unique event in which I 

completed making this ring and hence fixed its identity, it embodies within it the 

innumerable connections that “cross-wire” material and immaterial elements. This 

mirrors what occurs inside of a person’s identity, in reference to my discussion in 

Chapter 1. As a fetish, The Guy David Malki carries this immense load of meaning 

as it adorns and weighs on my finger. Its power comes from its ability to 

persistently embody this access point into the aspects of my identity that I have 

discussed, plus many more that result from the recombination of those elements. 

A simple example of this recombination is that, given that the opal is set on top of 

the pearl which is set on top of the textured sterling silver, there is a literal and 

symbolic layering of gifts I have received with gratitude from loved ones. In turn, 

this layering corresponds to and marks my continuity as a person through some of 

my closest relationships, some of which are also related to my religious upbringing. 

Ultimately, when I interact with this ring, I am interacting with a particular and 

tender part of my own identity and life. 

As a fetish in its own right, Horseradish Bubblegum makes use of, 

transforms, and compounds the power of The Guy David Malki in order to embody 

a performed identity. The identity being performed in Horseradish Bubblegum is 

in part a response to the uncertainty of my self-imposed isolation during the early 

months of the covid-19 pandemic as an immunocompromised (diabetic) person. 

Perhaps explicitly suggested only by the inclusion of the latex gloves, Horseradish 

Bubblegum was performed in late March 2020, approximately a month after I 

completed making The Guy David Malki. The performance constitutes the 

originating event of the performed identity as a fetish. This performance combined 

the heterogenous elements of the blue skin, the peach velvet jacket, the acrylic 
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nails on medical gloves, the pink hair extensions pinned on a spandex hood, the 

ring, the split beard styling, and the sunglasses. Consistently with Pietz’s second 

condition, beyond these physical materials of Horseradish Bubblegum are the 

immaterial constituents of a fetish. In Horseradish Bugglegum these pertain to the 

fear of contracting the virus, my history of illness, hospitals, and surgery, the 

aftertaste and “hangover” of anaesthetic, my pre-existing but circumstantially 

emphasised isolation from family in Israel, my isolation from my parents in 

Australia (during the first half of 2020), and my history of having, hiding, and 

processing depression and anxiety. Though it may only be obvious to me, the 

production of meaning in Horseradish Bubblegum was greatly aided by The Guy 

David Malki because of its innate connection to the protection and comfort I 

receive from the people I care about and my connection to Israel and Australia. 

The presence of this ring brings into the forefront of my consciousness the parts of 

my identity that I am engaging with in performance. I will discuss the 

externalisation of identity through objects further in Chapter 3. Nevertheless, 

Horseradish Bubblegum possesses meaning as a performed identity that is 

simultaneously tethered to but discrete from The Guy David Malki. Finally, as a 

fetish, Horseradish Bubblegum succeeds in persistently recalling the specific 

meanings and circumstances of the event of its creation, in fulfilment of Pietz’s 

second condition. 

Bowery’s Look 38 is similarly demonstrative of Pietz’s second Condition. As 

per my discussion of Horseradish Bubblegum and The Guy David Malki, Look 38 is 

both a fetish in its own right and a performed identity in which fetishes operate. 

Following the same structure as my analysis of my own artwork, it is possible to 

fixate on the asymmetrical padding that articulates Bowery’s deformed, club-

footed leg as a fetish. Physically, the unusual leg is constituted by Bowery’s (actual) 

leg, likely padded with foam or pillow-fluff stuffed inside a stretchy pant-sleeve 

and platform high-heeled boot. Like The Guy David Malki, these physical elements 

may be considered somewhat heterogenous but are not perplexing in the context 
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of attire that may be loosely referred to as fetishwear.78 Heterogeneity is fulfilled 

by Bowery’s deformed leg not only through the physical materials but also by their 

combination with transcendental elements. Since I am not Bowery, I cannot say 

exactly what transcendental values he invested into this object. However, in the 

same way as glimpses of meaning may be extracted by examining the visual 

references of The Guy David Malki, the internal system of connection in Bowery’s 

leg may be guessed at. Personally, the leg seems to me to relate to either deformed 

or non-human anatomical features: a severely swollen human leg, a column, a 

robot or horse leg, an abstract sculptural form, a monstrous cock, a tree trunk, or 

even a sculptural piece of furniture. Certainly, if heterogeneity isn’t satisfied by the 

physical materials alone, then the various associations that can be made between 

the physical and immaterial elements of the leg are heterogenous. Bowery’s Leg in 

Look 38 is also demonstrably repetitively singular. Evident in Mrs. Peanut Visit New 

York (Figure 58) and his portrait in Figure 59, Bowery repeatedly used the padded 

leg. In each performance, the leg reasserted its identity as a fetish, born in a specific 

moment where heterogenous elements, value, and meaning were fixed (invested) 

into the object. 

 
78 Fetishwear may be defined as a conventional repertoire of attire associated with sexual 
fetishism; this includes particular materials (e.g., leather and vinyl), garments (e.g., corsets or 
high-heeled boots), accessories (e.g., chains, whips, and masks), and even characters and roles 
(e.g., dominatrix or gimp). 

Figure 58: Charles Atlas and Leigh Bowery, Mrs. Peanut Visits New York, 1992-
1999. Video still. 

Image removed due to copyright
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If Bowery’s leg in Look 38 may be considered an embodied aspect of 

Bowery’s identity in the same way as The Guy David Malki operates in Horseradish 

Bubblegum, then the leg’s presence in Look 38 may similarly be considered an 

interaction between Bowery and himself. As a fetish in its own right, Look 38’s 

originating event is the performance itself. Out of this event, the heterogenous 

elements already present in the leg were compounded by the leg’s presence in 

addition to other elements in the costume, including the rest of Bowery’s body. 

Look 38 is therefore itself comprised of heterogenous physical and immaterial 

elements: aliens are not normally associated with BDSM or massive breasts; 

glamourous women are not normally associated with deformity, erect black 

penises, or the stereotype of the Australian larrikin. 

Figure 59: Leigh Bowery, 1994. Photographed by Josef Astor. 

Image removed due to copyright
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These seemingly absurd or random connections that are inherent in fetishes 

because of their underpinning magical thinking exemplify what Jean Baudrillard 

described as “The acceleration of the simple play of signifiers…to the point of 

enchanting us—the enchantment and vertigo of the loss of every system of 

reference.”79 In thinking such as Baudrillard’s, the irrational and seemingly “light” 

or superficial play of signs in fetish betrays an underlying bankruptcy of meaning 

(a lack of depth). For me, fetish’s obliteration of the known, stable, and monolithic 

connections that constitute the identities of objects and people instead creates a 

kind of vacuum—one into which the possibility of infinite, new, and hyperbolic 

identities rush in. 

Ultimately, Pietz’s second theme demonstrates that fetishes are far from 

being “mere matter” but are also the embodiment of immaterial matter unique in 

its exact makeup and arrangement as human beings are in relation to themselves. 

Fetishes are like human beings in that they’re identities that may be considered as 

artificially and heterogeneously constituted yet possessive of essence. Unlike 

everyday articulations of identity, my performed selves mirror fetishes in that they 

hyperbolically and persistently refer back to the specific instance of their creation, 

which is the performance. My performances are also similar to fetishes in that they 

embody access points to the transcendental contents of my identity. These inner 

contents are combined and recombined in unique ways every time I perform and 

convey to others only partial meanings. This impenetrable meaning, or 

“misunderstanding” between oneself and others, is the focus of Pietz’s third 

condition. 

The third condition identified by Pietz pertains to the “problem of the 

nonuniversality and constructedness of social value.”80 This theme relates both to 

the meaning and value of objects negotiated between social orders, and also to the 

value of objects negotiated between the social and individualistic registers. There 

are clear parallels between the constructed nature of the values involved in fetishes 

 
79 Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, trans. Iain Hamilton Grant (London: Sage, 
1993), 87. 
80 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 9. 
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and those of performative identities which impact upon a person’s sense of identity 

and worth in individual, social, and cross-cultural contexts. The nonuniversality of 

the value of objects was vividly apparent in the exchange of fetish objects between 

Europeans and African societies, as “European traders constantly remarked on the 

trinkets and trifles they traded for objects of real value (just as socioreligious orders 

of African societies seemed to them founded on the valuing of ‘trifles’ and 

‘trash.’)”81 In other words, the value systems of Europeans and Africans were so 

incompatible that European traders, convinced that they alone understood the 

concept of “true” value, considered the entire structure of African societies as based 

on “trifles and trash.” Within this powerfully negative historical context lies Pietz’s 

third condition, which regards “the dependence of the fetish for its meaning and 

value on a particular order of social relations, which it in turn reinforces.”82 These 

trades of “trash” for “treasure” reinforced the (problematic) relationship between 

European and African cultures, they reasserted for Europeans that they were the 

“superior race.” 

Fetish’s negative way of acquiring value and meaning is also notably used in 

Marxist theory to identify the systemic failure of capitalism’s commodity fetishism, 

where the valuing of “trash” extends to the valuing of money for its own sake.83 

However, this approach ignores a crucial dimension of fetish that Pietz highlights 

in the third condition: the self-reinforcing and nonuniversality of value that lies 

between society and an individual.84 A fetish always involves a certain amount of 

misunderstanding between “initiates” and “uninitiates,” on a social and individual 

level.85 I consider that in Bowery’s case, as in my own, the third condition is 

manifest in the socially marginal, transgressive, “queer,” or otherwise antagonistic 

character ascribed to the artwork, which is similarly self-reinforcing. Bowery’s 

otherness, his “inferior position,” and dissociation from “normal” society was 

established by several factors: his fat body, outrageous flamboyance, transvestism, 

 
81 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 9. 
82 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 23. 
83 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 9. 
84 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 9. 
85 Latour, “Fetish—Factish,” 43-47. 
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status as an artist, use of drugs, public displays of nudity, self-harm, and enemas, 

and his love of illegal and anonymous gay sex in public toilets. My position relative 

to society is not nearly as transgressive, though I share Bowery’s corpulent body, 

flamboyance, transvestism, status as an artist, and am additionally an Israeli (not 

a particularly loved nationality in my current environment), Jew, migrant, and of 

North African background. 

The last condition discussed by Pietz is that of the fetish’s inseparable 

connection to the body of an individual. As Pietz states, a fetish is generally “some 

fabricated object to be worn about the body…[intended to] achieve certain tangible 

effects (such as healing) upon or in service of the user.”86 Unlike amulets, for 

instance, which may be worn for protection or healing by magical means87, fetishes 

interact with their user both magically and physically. The dual-registers of fetish’s 

operation are evident in Horseradish Bubblegum, where the entire body and the 

ring (The Guy David Malki) produce tangible and psychical effects, and the fetish 

is worn both on the body (as a ring), and indeed, is the body. In Bowery’s Look 38, 

this is paralleled by the deformed leg and the entire look itself. 

The interaction of a fetish with the body is not necessarily a “friendly” one. 

It is described by Pietz as the “subjection of the human body (as the material locus 

of action and desire)” to the forces of the fetish.88 The overpowering of the body by 

a fetish is one reason why it is so strongly associated with sexual activity, and 

perhaps most with BDSM. The transfers of agency and control, the trust, the 

passion, the possibility of discomfort and pain, and the pleasure (sexual, spiritual, 

or otherwise) associated with the interplay between a fetish and a body is quite 

comparable to that of BDSM. In my artwork, the bondage between an object and 

the body is nowhere more explicit than in my use of corsetry, such as in Laser 

Sphinx—The First Gate (Figure 60). Lidewij Edelkoort introduces her book 

Fetishism in Fashion with an interesting reminder that “We are all born in bondage 

 
86 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 10. 
87 Sheila Paine, Amulets: A World of Secret Powers, Charms and Magic (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 2004), 10. 
88 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, I,” 10. 
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with a cord around our baby body.”89 Edelkoort traces this initial bondage—and 

its related terms “binding” and “bonding”—as the origin of people’s unending 

search for connection, which in this thesis is addressed through transcendence.90 

In remembrance of this primal bond between a mother and her child, the urge for 

bonds visually manifests through “things such as tattoos, piercings, leather and 

chains.”91 Binding, as a word that denotes both connection and containment, is 

deeply embedded in fetish’s fourth condition. As a binding of a transcendental self 

through heterogenous elements (which is henceforth bound to an object), fetish 

can be understood as a physical and magical bond one can make with oneself. 

 
89 Lidewij Edelkoort, “The Fetishism in Fashion,” in Fetishism in Fashion, ed. Lidewij Edelkoort 
and Philip Fimmano (Amsterdam: Frame Publishers, 2013), 5. 
90 Edelkoort, “The Fetishism in Fashion,” 5. 
91 Edelkoort, “The Fetishism in Fashion,” 5. 

Figure 60: Adam Anderson, Laser Sphinx—The First Gate, 2019. 
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Further, as fetishes bind with and overcome one’s body, they tether ascetically to 

one’s transcendence. Art historian David Kunzle explains: 

Our own sexual form of fetishism retains primitive [read 

“ancient and fundamental”] associations with erotic, 

magical and religious power, through which a semblance 

of supernatural control is achieved, and states of 

transcendence and ecstasy may be entered. The 

fetishistic act becomes a means of acceding to grace and 

power, and of uniting the participants in a religious-

erotic ritual...92 

In Pietz’s fourth condition, the materiality of the fetish meets the 

materiality of the human body, it is the “body that mediated the relation of the 

fetish-worshipper to divine power.”93 Fetishes are described by Pietz as “personal 

organs” that function externally or independently from “the affected person’s 

will.”94 The ability of fetishes to control the body “represents a subversion of the 

ideal of the autonomously determined self.”95 By this, Pietz is referring to identity 

that is determined either by Christian ideas regarding the primacy and 

separateness of the immortal soul, or to enlightenment philosophy’s privileging of 

the sovereign “logical mind” over the “emotional body.” 96 In essence, fetish regards 

the self as innately embodied, and it is through this embodied status and 

interaction with the material world that an individual may self-determine and 

experience transcendence.97 

  

 
92 Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism, 10–11. 
93 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 44. 
94 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 23. 
95 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 23. 
96 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 23. 
97 Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish, II,” 23. 
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Chapter 3: Costume—It’s Lacroix, Sweety 

Lust for comfort 
Suffocates the soul 

Relentless restlessness 
Liberates me (sets me free) 

I feel at home 
Whenever the unknown surrounds me 

I receive its embrace 
Aboard my floating house1 

 

3.1 Context 

In the surveyed literature, the word “costume” seems to suffer (or perhaps 

enjoy) inconsistent use, partly because of its dual connotation as either something 

worn for frivolity or in the sense of a “national costume.” Joanne Entwistle speaks 

about the costumes she encounters in museums as “strangely 

alienating” entities of “‘dusty silence’ and stillness,” that are 

“‘haunted’ by the spirits of the living, breathing humans whose 

bodies these gowns once adorned.”2 The mysterious air that 

descends on disembodied costumes in museums is perceivable 

in examining the costume worn in Rebecca Horn’s Einhorn 

(Unicorn) (Figure 61), which was purchased by the Tate. The 

peculiarity of costumes such as Einhorn when removed from the 

human body is similarly encountered in Kunzle’s disembodied 

use of the word when he remarks on the conventions and 

“history of Western costume.”3 In this instance, Kunzle is 

referring more broadly to costume as a historical representation 

of cultures and the traditions surrounding attire, and less in 

regards to specific objects worn on specific people’s bodies. 

However, as Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson remark several 

times in their book Body Dressing: Dress, Body, Culture, the 

 
1 Björk, “Wanderlust,” 2007. 
2 Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 36. 
3 Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism, 1. 

Figure 61: Rebecca Horn, Einhorn, 1970-1972. 

Image removed due 
to copyright
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body is never far detached from costumes, including in instances where the body 

becomes conspicuously absent from the costume on display.4 This is certainly the 

case in the Tate’s acquisition of Einhorn, where the costume appears deflated by 

the body’s absence, and flaccid despite its verticality. In my artworks, the body’s 

conspicuous absence can sometimes contribute to the already transcendentally 

charged and often ritualistic invocations of fetish and performance. This can be 

seen in the experimental gallery installation of my two-way trench coat Tamooz 

and Netan’el (Figure 62), where the costume object archives the performance in 

which it was once involved.5 

Appropriately, most theorists summon the term “costume” as directly 

involved with and inextricable from the body. For example, Jessica Bugg binds 

costume with the body-in-performance when she describes the shrinking gap 

“between clothing designed as conceptual fashion and clothing designed as 

costume for performance.”6 Bugg’s comment on the increasingly close connection 

 
4 Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson, ed., Body Dressing: Dress, Body, Culture (Oxford: Berg, 
2001). 
5 Although it is not evident in Figure 62, the costume shares the gallery space with several images 
and videos in which I perform with this costume, thus its relationship to the other artworks in the 
gallery was quite clear. 
6 Jessica Bugg, “Fashion & Performance: Materiality, Meaning, Media," in Fetishism in Fashion, ed. 
Lidewij Edelkoort and Philip Fimmano (Amsterdam: Frame Publishers, 2013), 220. 

Figure 62: Adam Anderson, Tamooz and Natan’el, 2018-
2019. Acrylic paint on cotton, appliqué, beading. 
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between “fashion-costume” and the “conceptual performing body” is appropriate 

in this thesis. It is also readily attributable to Tamooz and Netan’el, because it is a 

conceptually driven garment that relates to the splitting, multiplication, and 

recombination of identities, and it is also a costume in which I have performed 

multiple times throughout my candidature.7 

As the gap between fashion-as-concept and costume-as-performance 

closes, attire produced within this gap approaches the theoretical materialism of 

fetish, with its embodied and simultaneously abstract substance. Gerwyn Davies is 

an Australian artist who arguably occupies this gap and its approximation to fetish. 

His artworks, such as Prawn from the series Subtropics (Figure 63), act 

concurrently as an example of a costumed performance and quirky fashion which 

transmits concepts related to the monuments and character of Australian 

identities. 

 
7 Each half of the coat, alongside the painted self-portraits, can be split and reattached at opposite 
ends, multiplying the ways in which the coat can theoretically be worn. 

Figure 63: Gerwyn Davies, Prawn, 2013. From the series Subtropics. 

Image removed due to copyright
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Although fetish and costume are different, they nevertheless possess a great 

deal in common, with strong overlaps occurring when the word “costume” is 

summoned to describe performances with ritualistic qualities. As alluded to in 

Davies’s photograph, ritual, performance, and costume are often entangled. Hilda 

Kuper defines costume, as opposed to other types of dress, as “clothing necessary 

for the effectiveness of rituals (defined as performances with a mystical or sacred 

quality).”8 Kuper’s definition of costume neatly encapsulates several of the central 

themes in this thesis. This is because fetish and costume share the quality of being 

principally involved in rituals (transcendental performances) in which different 

materials unite with the body to produce internal as well as external 

transformations. The “subject-object” that is transformed in these performances is 

identity, including the mystical or sacred quality of transcendence and its longing 

to find an equilibrium with all that exists. Given this relationship between costume 

and ritual, it seems appropriate that “costume” should be the term used when 

discussing artworks that explicitly engage with performance, ritual, fetish, identity, 

and transcendence. This type of transformation may be observed in performances 

such as Stone Tablets (Figure 64). The appropriateness of costume in artistic 

discourse is also prominent in theoretical texts that describe Bowery’s practice as 

engaged in costume.9 However, in this chapter, costume in art will be discussed 

primarily through Horn’s Einhorn—not just as a haunted object that resides at the 

Tate but as a multifaceted and important artwork in my understanding of costume. 

 
8 Kuper, “Costume and Identity,” 349. 
9 For example, see Sylvia Chivaratanond, “Useless Man: Leigh Bowery (1961-1994),” in Fetishism in 
Fashion, ed. Lidewij Edelkoort and Philip Fimmano (Amsterdam: Frame Publishers, 2013), 43; 
Kristen Galvin, “Anatomy's a Drag: Queer Fashion and Camp Performance in Leigh Bowery's Birth 
Scenes,” Critical Studies in Men's Fashion 4, no. 2 (2017): 186, doi 10.1386/csmf.4.2.185_1.; and 
Granata, Experimental Fashion, 55–59. 
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3.2 Dress and adornment 

As I have stated in the introduction, my understanding of costume may be 

imagined at the centre of several related and overlapping bodies of knowledge that 

contribute specific elements. To enter the first body of knowledge leading toward 

my understanding of costume, I will presently examine dress and adornment. If 

costume can be said to include Japanese kimonos, Perry’s hamburger outfit, 

Bowery’s outrageously subversive performances, and artworks by artists such as 

Horn, Davies, and myself, then it is a relatively broad category. However, costume 

is not generally considered the broadest category in this field. There is some 

consensus that the broadest category in this field is dress and adornment. 

Adornment, according to Ted Polhemus and Lynn Procter, is “a general label for 

all of the things people do to or put on to their bodies.”10 Adornment is therefore 

not only broad but also immensely loaded because people do a great deal with and 

to their bodies, and they do it for a plethora of reasons. Further, Polhemus states 

that “human beings have been altering their appearance for as long as there have 

been human beings,” to the extent that “no society has ever been found where 

 
10 Polhemus and Procter, Fashion & Anti-Fashion, 9. 

Figure 64: Adam Anderson, Stone Tablets, 2017. 
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appearance is dictated only by genetic inheritance.”11 It is peculiar that on one 

hand, Polhemus implies that adornment is a universal and defining characteristic 

of “human nature” (if it has unilaterally accompanied the entire existence of our 

species), while on the other hand stating that it is not part of our genetic 

inheritance. “Genetic inheritance” is itself a strange phrase and one which seems 

to describe a purely hypothetical body given that Polhemus himself claims that no 

culture has ever been found in which appearance is entirely dictated this way. 

Unlike other supposedly defining features of humanity, such as language, 

adornment also habitually connotes “superfluous” ornamentation and “superficial” 

artifice—a product of supposed “vacuous” vanity—rather than a necessary and 

quintessentially human trait. In much the same way that fetish has negatively 

charged associations, adornment’s artifice and its humanity-defining ubiquity is 

not treated in this thesis as a liability. Instead, adornment is considered as 

exemplary of the overarching theme that (adornment’s) artifice and (humanity’s) 

essence are not locked in a binary opposition but are perpetually entwined and 

motion at one another. 

Adornment is obviously involved in my use of costume and is evident in 

images such as Night-Driving in Sdom (Figure 65). The inclusive scope of 

adornment, as a category that includes all of the things I do to or put on to my 

body is worth addressing. In Night-Driving in Sdom, I consider that adornment 

begins with subtraction, not addition. I first completely removed my beard, (head) 

hair, and eyebrows using electric razors, a shaving knife, and cream. Following 

that, my whole body was washed and cleaned as a characteristically Jewish way of 

preparing for rituals. I then moisturised my newly shaved and aggravated skin, 

giving it time to settle. Several hours were then spent applying makeup, beginning 

with a primer that prepares the skin for makeup, contouring the appearance of my 

facial structure using different tones of grease and powdered foundation makeup 

and concealers, and finally through to working on the features of the eyes and 

mouth with different greasy and powdered pigments. In addition to makeup, 

“prosthetics” were applied, including coloured contact lenses, glued-on hair 

 
11 Ted Polhemus, The Customized Body (London: Serpent's Tail, 1996), 7. 
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extensions, and false eyelashes.12 Next, undergarments were worn—stockings, 

underwear, and a sleeveless black dress meant to serve as a quiet background for 

the outer garments. Finally, the orange trench coat, shoes (high-heeled platform 

boots not seen here), glass earrings shaped like large water droplets, and (rubber 

kitchen) gloves were worn. Every part of this process is included in the category of 

adornment, regardless of whether materials were added or subtracted, or if the 

adornments were subtle like the black dress, or loud like the fiery orange and 

highly embellished coat which I handmade for this performance. 

Adornment’s broad scope similarly applies to Horn’s Einhorn. I experienced 

Einhorn not in its “Tate form” but in the Gallery of Modern Art (GOMA) in 

Brisbane, where it appeared as a short video in a reel with some of Horn’s other 

early performance work. If one focuses only on the constituents of the costume 

with regard to adornment, then Einhorn is quite restrained. As Figure 66 shows, 

the costume seems to consist predominantly of white fabric straps that work their 

 
12 Though these aren’t true prosthetics, they can be understood as “artificial body parts,” even if 
their only purpose is cosmetic. 

Figure 65: Adam Anderson, Night Driving in Sdom, 2017. Photographed by Lia 
Anderson 
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way up the body like a harness from the base of the performer’s torso up to her 

head. At the head’s crest, the straps secure a single large white horn that reduces 

as it protrudes straight upward and terminates. However, Einhorn’s incorporation 

of adornment should be regarded not only as the strapping and horn (or the 

sculptural elements) but also all the alterations made to the performer’s body. I 

therefore consider the use of adornment in Einhorn as extending the performer’s 

hairstyle and lack of attire that one may expect to see in public, particularly 

clothing that cover feet, breasts, and genitals. It may seem strange to count lack of 

adornment as adornment but given that in this instance the performer’s nudity is 

an obvious artistic choice by Horn, the removal of clothing registers as something 

that was done to the performer’s body in alignment with Polhemus and Procter’s 

definition. The costume decisions made by Horn (with the performer’s consent), 

including nudity, combine to produce the elegant and clean aesthetic of Einhorn, 

which emphasise the sculptural elements of the costume and strongly contribute 

to its meaning, which will be addressed later in the chapter. 

The term “adornment” frequently appears together with the term “dress.” 

Entwistle and Wilson regard dress as involved “in the process of adding to, 

embellishing, covering or adorning,” a process through which “the body is shaped 

by culture and rendered meaningful.”13 Dress therefore clearly includes not only 

textile garments but also a myriad of materials and practices comparable with 

those of adornment. While in dress the emphasis may be more on the additions 

made to the body, it does not necessarily preclude erasure, such as in covering the 

body with fabric or makeup, which are both additive and subtractive. As a result, I 

consider dress and adornment as interchangeable. Dress and adornment range 

from the most temporary and seemingly superficial practices such as makeup, hair-

styling, and shoes, through to the more permanent and “serious” practices of 

tattooing, piercing, scarification—and still more “extreme” body modifications 

such as foot-binding or cranial modifications practiced in some cultures. This 

inclusivity contributes to costume’s divergent connotations. 

 
13 Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson, “Introduction: Body Dressing,” in Body Dressing: Dress, 
Body, Culture, ed. Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson (Oxford: Berg, 2001),4. 
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Figure 66: Rebecca Horn, Einhorn, 1970-1972. Performance still. 

Image removed due to copyright
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The broadness of dress and adornment is appropriate in my consideration 

of costume because it positions temporary and permanent, “serious” and 

“unserious” alterations of the body and its appearance as equivalent. It may first 

appear disrespectful to consider ancient traditions as being equal to “fancy-dress,” 

but this is not my intention. Since I am Jewish, the tension between concurrently 

valuing my cultural tradition and my individuality may be parsed by my Brit Milah 

(circumcision). The ritualistic removal of the foreskin in babies on the eighth day 

following birth is a permanent body modification that solemnly marks biblical 

Abraham’s covenant with the Jewish God. While this meaning remains embedded 

within my body modification, when I am in costume it is nevertheless not placed 

hierarchically above my much laboured over makeup, jewellery, and garments, or 

the tattoos I acquired in my youth (which are prohibited in Judaism). My makeup, 

similarly, may not bear the legacy of several millennia of stable symbolic tradition 

that permanently ascribes my Jewish identity upon my body, but when it is applied 

it is nevertheless experienced as intensely significant and acutely attuned to the 

identity that I am experiencing and performing. Therefore, in my practice, makeup 

and circumcision are equally considered as alterations to appearance that transmit 

specific meanings to me, and that combine and recombine with other elements of 

my costume in multiple ways to produce different identities that can then be seen 

by myself and others as I perform.14 

In Entwistle and Wilson’s earlier definition of dress, they articulated the 

important links between identity, the body, and culture, stating that culture shapes 

and renders the body meaningful.15 Notwithstanding that within the socially 

focussed context of Entwistle and Wilson’s writing I completely agree with this 

premise, it risks diminishing the individual’s agency in shaping the body and its 

production of meaning. Certainly, culture is an important component in costume, 

as it is in the formation of identities and fetishes, but it is not the only component. 

Given that in Entwistle and Wilson’s statement culture not only renders what 

bodies are meaningful but presumably also what bodies are meaningless, this 

 
14 Even if my circumcision is never visualised in and of itself in my artworks, its presence 
implicitly contributes to my sense of self. 
15 Entwistle and Wilson, “Introduction,” 4. 
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unidimensional exchange between culture and an individual’s body is potentially 

oppressive. If one privileges culture as the sole dictator of the meaningfulness of 

bodies—for example, in the way that the West dictated the (“lack of”) 

meaningfulness of African bodies in the previous chapter—then one complicity 

reinforces the institutional marginalisation of bodies (people) that are dressed and 

adorned in “other” ways. This pertains to bodies seen in cultures other than one’s 

own, but also bodies that deviate from the norm within a single culture. In 

Australia, these devalued bodies are Indigenous, fat, female, feminine, queer, non-

white, immigrant, poor, or disabled bodies, to name but a few. As a result, when 

considering costume in this thesis, the meaningfulness of a body is understood as 

being negotiated not only between an individual and culture, but also within 

oneself, and cross-culturally. Further, much like the meaningfulness of fetish 

discussed in the previous chapter, the meaningfulness of bodies is understood in 

this thesis as both nonuniversal and partially incommunicable. Put simply, 

grasping that one can never entirely “know” how other people experience their 

identity is a useful means of avoiding overgeneralised essentialist assumptions. 

Thankfully, Entwistle possibly foresaw that dressing is about more than a 

form of social valuation, adding that it is also “the way in which individuals learn 

to live in their bodies and feel at home in them.”16 Here Entwistle focuses on the 

way in which dress can mediate the relationship one has with oneself, even if she 

meant that this “education” is provided by cultural influences as a way of policing 

bodies into social prescriptions of what “legitimate” bodily presentation entails. 

Regardless of the intent of Entwistle’s statement, learning to live in one’s body is 

not straightforward. Genetic inheritance, as the hypothetical body one was 

“predestined” to have, can be quite incongruous with experiences of identity. 

Actually, certain bodily presentations fall far outside of society’s narrow margins 

of acceptable or even recognisable embodiments of identity. Personally, the 

genetically inherited characteristics of my body have led me to be told that I am 

“not queer enough” to make the artwork that I make (by a queer and feminist 

 
16 Joanne Entwistle, “Addressing the Body,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard 
(New York: Routledge, 2007), 274. 
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academic), and that my artwork is liked (by a queer and non-white individual) 

despite “the fact that I am white.” Beyond the “fact” of my whiteness being highly 

questionable (albeit a forgivable assumption considering one does not encounter 

many North African Israeli Jews in Brisbane), these dismissive statements were 

made to me by educated individuals who supposedly understand their own 

difference from “the mainstream.” Yet, despite this understanding, these 

individuals still could not recognise, given the assumptions they made about the 

appearance of my body, my deviation from the criteria they’ve assigned to “queer” 

and “non-white” identity—criteria prescribed to them by Australian society. 

Perhaps individuals need to learn how to live in their own body through 

dress and adornment not only because of the misalignments between their 

genetics and who they are inside but also because people cannot fully manifest the 

fluid complexity of identity at any given moment, let alone identity’s essence. This 

inability may also be exacerbated by the social pressures that force bodies to 

conform. However, more generally, perhaps no single bodily presentation can fully 

embody identity because human beings are incapable of grasping their essence or 

expressing it through a singular embodiment. Costume, and dress and adornment, 

can therefore be understood as lending tutelage in being oneself because treating 

bodies plastically enables a person to rehearse and externalise various experiences 

of identity, which is more faithful to identity’s occulted essence than exclusively 

social and or genetic bodies. 

Costumes have helped me inhabit my own body in several ways, both 

during performances and in “everyday life.” With minimal dress and adornment, I 

consider my body as doing a rather terrible job at embodying my identity. 

However, when costumed, my genetically inherited body aids self-expression, it 

becomes consonant with my costume in a way that reflects my interior self-

perceptions. For example, in February (Figure 67), many of my genetic body’s self-

perceived failings actually enable my costumes to succeed in communicating “me-

ness.” In this portrait, my face’s general fullness—a trait I normally dislike—

becomes terrain that lacks the obvious pre-existing features and structures that are  
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Figure 67: Adam Anderson, February, 2020. 
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difficult to reshape with makeup, and thus my face offers ample space for illusory 

reconstruction and colour. My body’s broadness similarly meets the voluminous 

faux fur jacket that I am wearing quite well, a jacket that could otherwise 

overpower a smaller-framed person and other facets of the costume. Finally, 

though my fleshy hands make it difficult to create delicately detailed jewellery and 

neatly hand-sewn garments, my hands are rather successful at sustaining the 

aesthetic impact of the large rings that adorn my fingers. Of course, the congruence 

between my genetic body and costume is not serendipity, but an intentional 

product of my labour. As I’ve previously stated, my costumes are almost entirely 

made by me and specifically for my own body, which allows me to bridge the gaps 

between my biological morphology and self-perception. 

While the rings I create are artworks, costumes, and fetishes generally made 

for performance, I wear them almost every day. My rings are an acknowledgement 

that my body and my identity are neither separate nor incommensurable, and that 

the artifice of my performances is ultimately a very sincere attempt to understand 

and engage with the essence of my identity. The Enterovirus Boötes (Figure 68) is 

a ring which is worn in February and several other artworks including I’ll go inside 

of It (Figure 69). It frequently transgresses the dubious divide between art and life. 

This ring is centred materially and conceptually on a 53-carat fire agate, a strange 

and rare gemstone only found in the arid south of the USA and northern regions 

of Mexico. Having been raised in Negev Desert in the region of the Dead Sea, the 

desert landscape is the only connection I have to the geography of the fire agate’s 

origin. Regardless, the gemstone greatly appealed to me because of its enigmatic 

appearance. In poor lighting the gemstone lacks impact: it is dark brown with a 

waxy lustre and a botryoidal (bulbous, grape-like) form. In better lighting, the 

unique mineralogy of the gemstone reveals itself, with bubble-like alternating 

cryptocrystalline layers of quartz and iron oxide. This internal structure mirrors 

the botryoidal shape of the stone and fragments white light into golden, green, 

blue, and purple hues. The fire agate’s appearance resembles images of very large 

and very small scales concurrently, pointing to the recursive connections between 

natural structures from subatomic particles and cells to the arrangement of 
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nebulas, galaxies, and constellations. As a literal rock attached to my finger 

through metal, the ring serves both in performances and in everyday use as a 

tangible reminder of the transcendental value I have invested in it. That is, the ring 

expresses to me that though I am a discrete individual, I am also part of the 

environment, reflexively contemplating my existence from somewhere between 

the infinitely minuscule and the infinitely massive. 

  

Figure 68: Adam Anderson, The Enterovirus Boötes, 2020. Sterling silver, fire 
agate, carnelian, white and peacock pearls, cubic zirconia. 
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To bring out The Enterovirus Boötes’s transcendental, biological, and 

cosmological conceptual underpinnings, I deployed lost wax casting, an ancient 

method of creating unique metal objects. The process involves sculpting wax to 

the desired appearance, melting and fusing it with heat or carving it with tools (as 

seen in Figure 70, a process image for a The Mourning Rings: Unicorn). Next, the 

wax is encased in a liquid that hardens similarly to plaster.17 The solid mould is 

then heated in a kiln to the point of burning out all the wax (hence the wax is lost), 

leaving within the mould a detailed negative impression of the design. Liquified 

metal is then forced into the mould using centrifugal force, replacing the wax 

within the mould. The plaster-like material is then dissolved in water, leaving 

behind only the metal which can then be shaped, refined, and polished (as can be 

seen in Figure 71, the completed ring that resulted from the previous image). In 

The Enterovirus Boötes, the fluidity of the lost wax casting method was utilised to 

create settings not only for the fire agate but also for ten pearls, five garnets, one 

carnelian, and one cubic zirconia that secondarily adorn the anthropomorphised 

 
17 In traditional lost wax casting, the wax is encased in a loose yet shape retaining sand. 

Figure 69: Adam Anderson, I’ll go inside of It, 2020. 
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ring. I frequently use gemstones such as carnelian, garnet, lapis lazuli, and pearls 

in my jewellery due to their bright colours, interactions with light, strong 

relationship with the geography and history of the Mediterranean Sea and the 

Middle East, and their use in the traditional dress and adornment of my cultural 

background. I also make frequent use of cubic zirconia; with its hardness and 

brightness approaching that of diamonds, this laboratory-made gemstone is 

similar in chemistry to the naturally occurring gemstone zircon. Instead of being 

valued for its incredible optical properties or the human ingenuity behind its 

synthesis, cubic zirconia’s threat to diamonds motivates its marketplace reputation 

as a cheap and fake imposter of the highly prized diamond. This value judgement 

is thoroughly embedded in the problematic binarism of nature versus artifice 

addressed throughout this thesis. Alongside the previously discussed meaning of 

the fire agate, the use of additional stones in The Enterovirus Boötes references my 

identity and narratives. Blobs of wax were fused to the sides of the ring, creating 

Figure 70: Adam Anderson, The 
Mourning Rings: Unicorn, 2020. Wax 
model. 

Figure 71: Adam Anderson, The 
Mourning Rings: Unicorn, 2020. 
Sterling silver, jelly opal (Mexico), 
ruby (Madagascar). 
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(in metal) a fungal or skin-like texture that echoes the interior and exterior 

appearance of the fire agate and the spherical shapes of the garnets, pearls, and 

carnelian cabochon. This assists in cohering the various elements of the ring 

through spherical forms and extending the ring’s overall association with the 

repeating structures of minuscule and gigantic scales in the environment. Two 

silver spikes also protrude out from the ring bezel’s centre in reference to the 

spiked, horned, flagellated, or otherwise elongated structures of microorganisms, 

crystal structures, and heavenly objects alike. The Enterovirus Boötes is understood 

in this thesis as both a costume and a fetish because, in creating it, I have invested 

an aspect of my transcendental identity into the object, which is then worn in 

performance. Therefore, whether being worn to make art or just to watch Netflix 

in everyday life, the ring unfailingly summons the materials, conditions, methods, 

meanings, and intentions of its creation. In other words, The Enterovirus Boötes 

transgresses any perceived divide between art and life. 

Similarly, Horn made Einhorn transcendentally charged and specific to the 

genetically inherited body of the performer. Evident in the images but explicit in 

the video-recorded performance, Einhorn is a costume and fetish that interacts 

with the performer’s walk. The bonelike horn extends the erectness, length, and 

strength of the performer’s spine, her muscles and bones uniting forces with the 

strapping in an effort to posture, support, and balance her new “prosthetic.” The 

performer’s costumed body results in an identity that, much like my description of 

the costume itself, is strong, elegant, ethereal, clean, and emphasised by its own 

sculptural verticality. The performed identity is transcendental because it 

articulates and extends the similarly strong, elegant, and dignified walk of the 

performer and those same qualities in Horn herself (as the artist behind the 

artwork). Horn did not select just “any woman” to perform this identity, but one 

that Horn already regarded as “very tall and had a beautiful way of walking. I saw 

her in my mind's eye, walking with this tall, white stick on her head which 

accentuated her graceful walk.”18 Horn targeted the performer for the qualities of 

 
18 Rebecca Horn quoted in Germano Celant and Rebecca Horn, "The Bastille Interviews I: Paris 
1993,” in Rebecca Horn, ed. The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation (New York: Guggenheim 
Museum, 1993), 16. 
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her genetically inherited body, making the costume specifically for the performer’s 

body so that the performer and costume merged and embodied the otherworldly 

identity that is Einhorn. As Horn herself states, the performer “walked all day 

through the fields and she was like an apparition. Two hunters passed by on 

bicycles and literally fell off in disbelief.”19 This analysis of the artwork differs 

somewhat from the didactic panel that accompanies the artwork in the Tate, which 

states that the invocation of the unicorn is the symbol of “purity, chastity and 

innocence.”20 

Ultimately, identity is inconsistently implicated in dress and adornment: as 

both a passive recipient of genetic inheritance and cultural valuation and as an 

active agent of self-creation and transformation. Both of these are invoked in my 

use of the term “costume.” As Entwistle says, “dress…is always more than a shell, it 

is an intimate aspect of the…self and is so closely linked to the identity that these 

three—dress, the body and the self—are not perceived separately but 

simultaneously, as a totality.”21 Exemplified in Einhorn, Night-Driving in Sdom, 

February, and The Enterovirus Boötes, costumes bind the transcendental and 

abstract innermost self, the body, and the external environment and presents them 

simultaneously through performance. However, while the broadness of dress and 

adornment and its relationship to transcendence forms the first part of my 

understanding of costume, in this thesis costume acts in a much more specific way 

than can be accounted for by only dress and adornment, as I will explain shortly. 

3.3 Fashion and Body Modification 

The next body of knowledge that needs to be examined in order to articulate 

the use of costume in this thesis is situated between fashion and body modification. 

When paired, fashion and body modification are effective in emphasising the 

themes of permanence and impermanence which, as I will show, are conflated in 

fashion and body modification (as they are in costume). The coexistence of 

seemingly mutually exclusive concepts such as permanence and impermanence 

 
19 Horn quoted in Celant and Horn, "The Bastille Interviews I,” 16. 
20 Gallery label, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/horn-unicorn-t07842. 
21 Entwistle, “Addressing the Body,” 276. 
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serves as a reiteration and parallel of the paradoxes of logic that I have discussed 

throughout this thesis. These paradoxes include the concurrence of essence and 

artifice in identity, the theoretical materialism of fetishes, and the “playfully 

serious” understanding of costume that I have adopted in my research. In 

mediating the permanent and transient features of existence, fashion and body 

modification will also be shown as being fundamentally transcendental, a feature 

which is made more explicit in costume. 

It may be challenging to think of fashion’s association with permanence 

when, as Harold Koda states, “Fashion’s great seduction is its mutability.”22 

Mutability, the ability to change, transform, and adapt, is a dominant theme in my 

understanding of costume as well and is vividly exemplified in the artworks of the 

artists mentioned in this thesis. Fashion’s ability to change rapidly according to 

specific times and events also contributes to its definition by Kunzle as “The 

culturally dominant mode of dress.”23 The almost immediate uptake of fashionable 

masks (Figure 72) during the 2020 pandemic attests to fashion’s hasty reactivity, 

with some people choosing good-looking masks over those that properly filtrate 

aerosolised bodily fluids. However, fashion is not so easily encapsulated. For 

example, it is difficult to consider Björk’s Gucci haute couture dress, worn in the 

music video for The Gate (Figure 73) as culturally dominant when it is uniquely 

made for Björk’s body by elite Parisian craftspeople. The dress is so elaborate and 

huge that it is “unwearable” in everyday situations, its price likely unreachable for 

most people. Similarly, it may be difficult to consider the kind of casual, “for 

comfort” clothes one might wear to supermarket grocery shopping as fashion, even 

if this type of clothing seems culturally dominant (in the sense of being 

ubiquitous). Perhaps at the fringes of what constitutes fashion, the high glamour 

of Björk’s Gucci dress and the frequent appearance of stained t-shirts and tracksuit 

pants should nevertheless not be judged as necessarily high and low (or good and 

bad) fashions. Rather, these examples are simply different permutations of what 

 
22 Harold Koda, “Introduction,” in Extreme Beauty: The Body Transformed, ed. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001), 8. 
23 Kunzle, Fashion and Fetishism, xvii. 
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may broadly be referred to as fashion, which takes its inspiration from an 

enormous array of constantly changing sources. 

Despite appearances, the above examples of fashion can even be considered 

as having something in common: they exemplify points at which “beauty” and 

“ugliness” in fashion are at risk of giving way to one another, being so overloaded 

in one quality or the other as to get flipped. In Umberto Eco’s study of the ugliness, 

beauty and ugliness sometimes get flipped this way, exposing that an 

overabundance of one quality can often bring out the other.24 Beyond the scope of 

this thesis, the aesthetics of beauty and ugliness as discussed by Eco are a metaphor 

for the volatile coexistence of seemingly oppositional elements present in fashion 

and costume alike. These elements, such as transience and permanence, stability 

and mutability, and essence and artifice sometimes exist in hyperbolic ratios in 

fashion and costume, making them expressively vivid, as I will shortly exemplify. 

 
24 Umberto Eco, On Ugliness, trans. Alastair McEwen (New York: Rizzoli, 2011), 410. 

Figure 72: Marc Jacobs, @hey_reilly x Marc Jacobs mask. 
Non-medical grade mask, 90% cotton 10% elastane. 

Image removed due to copyright
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Figure 73: Björk, The Gate, 2017. Music video still wearing Gucci haute couture 
dress. 

Image removed due to copyright
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The excess of a particular quality emphasising its opposite mirror much of 

my thinking about the central themes of this thesis (for example, an excess of 

artificiality illuminating essence, and vice versa). It is also a strategy that is notable 

in the shrinking gap between conceptual fashion and costume for performance, to 

recall Bugg’s contentions.25 Alexander McQueen’s controversial autumn/winter 

1995-96 collection Highland Rape (Figure 74) is a poignant example of this idea. As 

conceptual fashion and costume in performance, the physical, sexual, political, and 

economic violence that is engaged by the highly desirable garments in this 

collection is manifest through the performance of models walking a theatrically 

dressed runway. Adding to the theatre, as the models walk some adopt and act out 

a persona that specifically relates to the garments she is wearing. Bringing together 

clothes that seem torn and dirty with the skilful manufacture, luxury, high 

glamour, and intricacy of garments designed by a major fashion house such as 

Alexander McQueen, the clothes in Highland Rape resonate with fashion and 

costume’s shared capacity for occupying seemingly oppositional positions. 

 
25 Bugg, “Fashion & Performance," 220. 

Figure 74: Alexander McQueen, Highland 
Rape, autumn/winter 1995-96. 

Image removed due to copyright
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When discussing fashion as an industry that is closely aligned with 

celebrity, or in regards to its reflection of and impact on society, it can easily be 

forgotten that fashion is fundamentally a form of dress and adornment. As such, 

fashion’s plasticity empowers people to explore, exceed, and present their identity 

as they know it, learning to feel at home in their body in social and individual 

contexts alike. That fashion is the culturally dominant form of dress and 

adornment would certainly seem to position it as an educator of how to fit within 

society. To a certain extent fashion does provide the “ideal” against which 

individuals are measured and can therefore be understood as somewhat policing. 

However, fashion is also extremely varied and is frequently subversive in relation 

to society—and even in relation to itself. Moreover, fashion registers not only 

socially but is also equally open for an individual to gain new insights into and “try 

on” new identities for themselves. Fashion can therefore be considered 

transcendental; it enables one to exceed oneself. As Wilson states, “Fashion, too, 

contains the ghost of a faint, collective memory of the magical properties that 

adornment once had.” 26 Fashion’s invocation of magic may appear faint because, 

as Jean Baudrillard argued, there is no longer a stable system of reference from 

which to extract the symbolic meanings in fashion.27 Put simply, fashion’s unstable 

mutability, the sheer quantity and breadth of its citations, make it difficult to 

collectively determine its meaning, value, and transcendental associations. This is 

partly because the meaning and value of fashion (as in costume and fetish also) is 

multiple and fluid, it “does not speak with one voice.”28 Fashion and costume speak 

with multiple voices. The multiplicity of voices heard in fashion originate not only 

from within a single individual (for example, a designer such as Guo Pei or an artist 

such as Bowery), but also from multiple individuals within a single culture (for 

example, English designers), and cultures throughout the world (designers and 

artists from around the world). Beyond this multiplicity of creators of fashion and 

costume are the people who wear fashion and costume. These fashionable people 

 
26 Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” 21. 
27 Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 87. 
28 Efrat Tseëlon, “Fashion, Fantasy and Anxiety,” in The Emotions and Cultural Analysis, ed. Ana 
Marta González (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2012), 134. 
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mediate and re-mediate the meanings and transcendental connections of fashion 

and costumes from many places and times in unique and individual ways. 

Fashionable people therefore greatly multiple the voices heard in fashion as they 

fuse, add, undermine, destroy, and create new values, meanings, and 

transcendental associations within fashion and costume. Fashion’s multiplicity is 

therefore unsurprisingly “problematic to theory,” as Tseëlon contends, because it 

is difficult to place this enormous network of voices within a single, logical 

framework of a historical, traditional, spiritual, or symbolic system.29 

As etymological siblings, it is unsurprising that fashion and fetish frequently 

overlap, including in the problems they encounter in theory. Valerie Steele states 

that “no scholar with an in-depth knowledge of fashion history has studied the 

actual clothing fetishes themselves.”30 Steele adds that fashion scholars write about 

fetishes “as though it made no difference whether an individual chose high-heeled 

pumps or combat boots, a silk petticoat or a leather jacket.”31 Though Steele’s 1996 

statements perhaps require an update (there certainly are now scholars studying 

specific items of fetish and fashion alike), her assertions emphasise the ongoing 

tendency of theorists in psychology and the social sciences to overlook the 

specificity of items of fashion and fetish, and by extension, the specific people who 

gravitate to those objects and their reasons for doing so. I consider this specificity 

tremendously important. When one studies the connection between a particular 

object and a particular person, the connection between transcendence and fashion 

does not seem “faint” at all, to recall Wilson’s phrasing.32 I consider the connection 

between fashion and transcendence to be increasingly active and powerful, the 

divisions between fashion, art, costume, and performance becoming increasingly 

undifferentiated, fluid, and organic. It is no longer a universal, monolithic, purely 

Western, or particularly homogenised voice with which fashion speaks. Instead, 

fashion’s multivocality—its huge array of styles and materials—offers many 

entryways into a myriad of identities that increase its usefulness as an instrument 

 
29 Tseëlon, “Fashion, Fantasy and Anxiety,” 134. 
30 Steele, Fetish: Fashion, Sex & Power, 6. 
31 Steele, Fetish: Fashion, Sex & Power, 6. 
32 Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” 21. 
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of potentially limitless transcendental self-creation and re-creation. My 

engagement with the fashionable qualities of costume is evident in Bronze (Figure 

75), where I have incorporated “beauty” makeup, glitter, and the recent return of 

the trend of leopard print into the performance. 

Figure 75: Adam Anderson, Bronze, 2019. 
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While this analysis shows that fashion serves a much less passively reactive 

purpose than just reflecting or archiving what is culturally dominant at a given 

time, there is yet another and important way to consider fashion. Wilson states 

that “Of all those who have written about fashion, René König has come as close 

as any to capturing its tantalizing and slippery essence.”33 According to König, 

fashion’s essence paradoxically lies in its unending change.34 Beyond its 

relationship with capitalism, fashion’s transience is a defence, a coping mechanism 

that mitigates and rehearses that which is intransient—the seasonal procession of 

the human body from birth to childhood, adulthood, ageing, and death, with the 

“single-ness” of the life that is led throughout.35 According to Wilson, fashion 

defends people from the fear of this permanence and the unknown that comes 

before and after life by substituting for “the real body an abstract, ideal body; this 

is the body as an idea rather than as an organism.”36 I disagree slightly with 

Wilson’s suggestion that the “organism’s” physical body is the “real” body while the 

abstract or conceptually “idealised” body is somehow less real. If humans have been 

fashioning (that is, dressing and adorning) their bodies throughout their existence, 

then both practically and theoretically speaking, that is the real body. Further, as 

Entwistle’s earlier statement goes, the body, identity, and dress and adornment are 

not separate but unified, with the real body of a person being indeed more than 

chemical reactions occurring within a biological “sack.”37 Nevertheless, if fashion’s 

underlying purpose is to prepare people for their own mortality and inability to 

control every aspect of their existence, then fashion is serious business. Like 

costume, fashion transforms identity physically and psychically in order to prepare 

people for what they cannot change. It lends a sense of immortal rebirth in the face 

of death’s finality, comforting in the thought that every end is followed by a new 

beginning. 

 
33 Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” 22. 
34 René König quoted in Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” 22. 
35 René König quoted in Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” 22. 
36 Wilson, “Explaining It Away,” 22. 
37 Entwistle, “Addressing the Body,” 276. 
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König’s definition of fashion, via Wilson, is also remarkably similar to how 

Peggy Phelan describes performance art. Phelan states that “performances that 

occur on the art/life divide can serve as a kind of laboratory dedicated to exploring 

art's deepest mysteries—mysteries at the core of the encounter between self and 

other, love and bodies, life and death,”38 adding that “performance catalogues and 

manages transformations of societies through ritual.”39 The engagement of fashion 

and performance art with the permanent and transient facets of human life 

through exploratory rituals and transformation has contributed greatly to my 

understanding of costume. The widespread practice of costume is also highly 

transferrable and expressive. Germano Celant, who interviewed Horn for a book 

about her career, states that: 

In all her work, Rebecca Horn consistently 

acknowledges the primacy of experience over 

symbolism, her goal being to articulate and demonstrate 

that art must be grasped not only in relation to its 

historical and formal structures but also from the 

viewpoint of the subject. Operating through signs and 

symbols, the circular interdependence between the self 

and the world is consistently revealed.40 

Although Einhorn may be considered performance art—as is Bowery’s and my own 

artwork—it is not driven by a unified symbolic narrative or structure, for example 

in the same way that Matthew Barney’s Cremaster Cycle (Figure 76) is driven by 

American history, mythology, and biological processes arranged in progressive 

order. Rather, in Einhorn, the “circular interdependence between the self and the 

world,”41 which is another way of approaching transcendence, is primarily 

conveyed by relying on the viewer’s ability to experientially relate to or empathise 

 
38 Peggy Phelan, “On Seeing the Invisible: Marina Abramovic's The House with the Ocean View,” in 
Live: Art and Performance, ed. Adrian Heathfield and Hugo Glendinning (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2004), 19. 
39 Phelan, “On Seeing the Invisible,” 17. 
40 Germano Celant, "The Divine Comedy of Rebecca Horn," in Rebecca Horn, ed. The Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Foundation (New York: Guggenheim Museum, 1993), 33. 
41 Celant, "The Divine Comedy of Rebecca Horn," 33. 
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with the embodied humanity and personhood of the performer. This ability is 

sustained by the viewer’s experience of their own body, regardless of its difference 

from that of the performer. That is, only Einhorn’s performer can know her own 

experience as she performs. However, as a viewer, one can implicitly project an 

approximation of what it might be like to walk naked and barefoot all day through 

fields, forests, and dirt roads, with straps enclosing the torso, and a large horn 

extending from one’s head. Of course, this relatability is not entirely universal—

some human bodies cannot physically relate to the sensations of walking while 

others cannot relate mentally. Albeit nonuniversal, through the shared experience 

of having a human body, most viewers of Einhorn can share (at least through the 

imagination) in its experiential primacy. For example, something of the 

performer’s likely fatigued muscles, her strong, elegant strides, her possible 

emotions of exhilaration, pride, fear, self-consciousness, and anxiety, and 

heightened awareness of her own naked body as it incorporates the strapping’s 

tightness and the horn’s height and weight into her physicality may be vicariously 

experienced. Einhorn’s scenes, time and place, the symbolic citations of its title, 

formal elements such as duration, and its specific social and historical context all 

contribute to the meaning of the artwork but are secondary to the experiential 

primacy of the unification of the costume, body, and identity of the performer. 

Through the simple yet extraordinary connection of possessing bodies, most 

viewers of Einhorn may vicariously partake in being an elegant, confident, 

vertically sculptural apparition traversing the green German countryside. There is 

good reason to think that this is the singular focus of Einhorn. According to Horn, 

Figure 76: Matthew Barney, Cremaster Cycle 5, 1997. 

Image removed due to copyright
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all of her early performance work was concerned with communicating with people 

in this experiential way following a period in which she was poisoned and confined 

to bed for about a year.42 Finally, because some costumes like that of Einhorn 

require movement to convey their purpose, performances like Einhorn (Figure 77), 

Bowery’s Mrs. Peanut Visits New York (Figure 78) and my artwork Milk (Figure 79) 

are sometimes shown as short videos rather than as objects or still images. In these 

instances, the video format aims to kinetically demonstrate the costume’s 

interaction with the body more so than an attempt to create a narrative like that 

of Barney’s Cremaster Cycle.  

 
42 Celant and Horn, "The Bastille Interviews I: Paris 1993,” 15. 

Figure 77: Rebecca Horn, Einhorn, 1970-1972. Performance still. 

Image removed due to copyright
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If the connections between fashion, transcendence, and performance art 

seem understated, then surely these connections are obvious when fashion is 

substituted with body modification. Franko B.’s performance I Miss You (2003) 

(Figure 80) and his similarly titled essay candidly articulate the intimate 

relationship his performances have with identity and transcendence. As an 

artwork, I Miss You was performed live at the Tate Modern, and involved a naked 

Franko B., painted white, silent, and ritualistically walking up and down a straight 

“runway” while bleeding considerably from two open cannulas inserted into his 

arms. I consider much of Franko B.’s artwork as body modification because, while 

the immediate purpose of his bleeding is sometimes less concerned with 

Figure 78: Charles Atlas and Leigh Bowery, Mrs. 
Peanut Visits New York, 1992-1999. Video still. 

Figure 79: Adam Anderson, Milk, 2018. Video still. 

Image removed due to copyright
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permanently marking the body and more with the blood itself, his frequently 

naked body is nevertheless covered with the scars of his artworks. Franko B.’s 

identity, body, and practice are most intimately related. In his words, “All of my 

art embodies ‘me’, and my body is always present in my work.”43 Franko B. also 

asserts that his artwork is personal but “it is not navel-gazing; it is driven, but it is 

not about propaganda,” a position between narcissistic self-regard and impersonal 

politics that similarly describes the orientation of my practice.44 Through Franko 

B.’s combination of body modification and performance art, his artworks attempt 

to function as a “site for representation of the sacred, the beautiful, the 

untouchable, the unspeakable, and for the pain, the loss, the shame, the power and 

the fears of the human condition.”45 Although I stake no claims about “the human 

 
43 Franko B., “I Miss You!,” in Live: Art and Performance, ed. Adrian Heathfield and Hugo 
Glendinning (London: Tate Publishing, 2004), 226. 
44 Franko B., “I Miss You!,” 226. 
45 Franko B., “I Miss You!,” 226. 

Figure 80: Franko B., I Miss You, 2003. Performance still, Tate Modern. 

Image removed due to copyright
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condition” and consider that the unknowable essence of identity cannot be readily 

accessed through performance art or body modification—and my understanding 

of costume does not necessarily involve the kind of visceral offerings seen in 

Franko B.’s performances—I do regard my practice as similarly invested in these 

larger themes that are informed by body modification. 

Unlike fashion, body modification is not known for its mutability but its 

permanence. In his essay “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self? Body Modification, 

Fashion and Identity,” Paul Sweetman considers the similarities and differences of 

fashion and body modification, particularly in light of the body modification 

practiced by subcultural groups in the 1990s. Although the idea of subculture is not 

as topical as in the 1990s, Sweetman’s contentions are still relevant given that 

practices such as piercings, tattoos, subdermal implants, branding, scarification, 

and “stretching” various body parts have evidently persisted in more recent years. 

Sweetman begins by offering that the pain and permanence of acquiring some 

body modifications suggest that these practices “are anti-fashion because 'true 

fashion' is defined as a 'system of continual and perpetual...change'.”46 As I will 

shortly address, the divide between fashion and body modification is not a “clean” 

one, with some body modifications being impermanent through removal or 

medical intervention as well as fashions in their own right (tattoos and piercings 

in particular). Fashion also can involve a significant amount of pain. Nevertheless, 

Sweetman’s claims broadly refer to the permanent evidence left on the body from 

painfully acquired modifications such as Franko B.’s, in which the flesh is 

penetrated in some way—whereas wearing a fashionable blazer is not innately 

painful. Unlike the fluidity of identities cited, produced, and discarded by fashion 

as it changes, the pain and permanence of body modifications underscore a view 

of identity that is similarly intransient.47 Polhemus explains that the most ancient 

function of body modification is “the visible realization of tribal identity, 

appearance as a marker of group membership.”48 Of course, non-permanent forms 

of dress and adornment including fashion can express affiliation too, for example 

 
46 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 52. 
47 Polhemus, The Customized Body, 9. 
48 Polhemus, The Customized Body, 8. 
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through uniforms.49 Unlike fashion, traditional body modification remains “the 

same over many generations—ideally (in their mind) since the very beginning of 

time,” Polhemus adds a little condescendingly.50 However, according to Sweetman, 

the more modern use of body modification is not only about expressing affiliation 

or group identity but can “be seen as a reaction to superficiality: an attempt to lend 

corporeal solidity to expressions of individuality.”51 Therefore, though 

contemporary use of body modification has shifted its focus from an expression of 

group identity to include that of the individual, it also retains something of the 

underlying conviction that inner experiences of identity is in some way solidified 

by the practice of body modification, whereas fashions are “superficial.” Sweetman 

adds that, 

while in traditional or pre-modern societies identity was 

relatively fixed, and the size, shape and appearance of 

the body accepted more or less as given, in late-, high- 

or postmodernity, identity is increasingly fluid, and the 

body is mobilized as a plastic resource on to which a 

reflexive sense of self is projected in an attempt to lend 

solidity to the narrative thus envisaged.52 

Sweetman’s contentions reframe contemporary (1990’s onwards) body 

modification’s relationship with identity not as an inscription of a pre-existing 

“matter of fact” identity, but as a process of finding identity through attempts to 

manifest it in tangible, bodily form. Of course, it must be noted that this discourse 

applies quite specifically to Western cultures with Christian-European lineages, 

given that some ancient forms of body modification as described by Polhemus 

continue to be practiced by certain cultures.53 

 
49 Jennifer Craik, “The Cultural Politics of the Uniform,” Fashion Theory 7, no. 2 (2003): 131. 
50 Ted Polhemus, Style Surfing (London: Thames & Hudson, 1996) 19. 
51 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 53. 
52 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 68 
53 For example, some female Jewish migrants in Israel from African countries have facial tattoos 
that correspond to tribal affiliations. 
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In his essay, Sweetman introduces the idea of body projects, which are 

“attempts to construct and maintain a coherent and viable sense of self-identity 

through attention to the body.”54 Unlike traditional body modifications, body 

projects are increasingly “expressive of personal interests,” and reflect people’s 

“own biographies,” rather than traditional customs.55 These biographies are not 

necessarily reflective of “actual” life events but are narratives that include desires 

and fantasies—those same transcendental values that are invested into fetishes. 

This suggests that contemporary body modification (body projects) and fetish are 

related in that the body itself can become a fetish—a locus of investment of 

transcendental identity. For example, heavily modified María José Cristerna 

(Figure 81), or “The Vampire Woman” as she is often referred to, is most likely not 

an actual vampire but has embarked on a body project that consolidates a “real” 

and “imagined” identity (manifest through her unique body modifications). 

 
54 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 53. Emphasis added. 
55 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 67. 

Figure 81: María José Cristerna, “The Vampire Woman.” 

Image removed due to copyright
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Quite unlike Western performative or essentialist identity discourses, body 

modification in both its ancient and present forms require social and or individual 

identity to be reflexively entered into. Where essentialisms disavow or conceal this 

entering into of identity, in body modification it is conspicuously marked—

physically by the modification itself, and psychically through the often painful and 

ritualised occasion in which the modification was acquired. Therefore, in body 

modification’s essential view of identity, identity nevertheless cannot be cohered 

without being knowingly entered into through artifice and transformation. 

Though I am referring primarily to contemporary body modifications practiced by 

consenting adults, even in instances like the Jewish practice of circumcision where 

the baby will not remember the ritual in which the body modification was 

acquired, the physical evidence and knowledge of the tradition attests to the fact 

that Judaism is not an essentialist identity.56 Body modification’s reflexive 

“entering into” of identity is incorporated into my understanding of costume 

regardless of costume’s more fluid treatment of identity and correspondingly less 

permanent marks made upon the body. 

Though modest in comparison to “The Vampire Woman” or Franko B., my 

body modifications enter into my research and use of costumes. My earlobe 

piercings, being commonplace and unobtrusive body modifications, are not very 

significant in and of themselves. However, they do enable me to wear earrings such 

as the one I made for Smoke (Figure 82). Unlike mass manufactured jewellery, my 

earrings are costumes (often also fetishes) that uniquely express and are invested 

with “me-ness.” As a result, even easily overlooked body modifications such as 

earlobe piercings carry the potential to make significant assertions of identity. 

Additionally, I have two tattoos—one on my inner left thigh, and one in the centre 

of my back. The tattoos lend solidity to an expression of my identity because I 

designed them and (painfully) acquired them, making them permanent indexes of 

the frozen time and place of their creation, the narratives and symbols that 

 
56 Of course, this raises the issue of using body modification to inscribe permanent identity on 
people who cannot give consent. The ethics of traditional body modifications is outside the scope 
of this thesis, but more on the topic of “changing” identity after body modification will shortly be 
discussed. 
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underpin them, and their personal significance. As years have passed, my body has 

changed and weathered the tattoos, adding dynamism to their otherwise static 

relationship with my identity by serving as visible markers of my continuity in the 

face of biological change, my ongoing life’s narrative, and my perpetually updated 

relationship to the tattoos’ original meanings. Finally, however commonplace they 

may be, my body modifications are never isolated in my artworks but function in 

combination with other elements of costume that contribute to the meaning of 

any given artwork in which they are visible. For instance, in Smoke, the earring that 

is supported by my piercings is an obvious feature of the costume, but it has been 

deliberately positioned alongside the makeup and the black velvet and leather shirt 

in order to produce this particular costume. 

As subcategories of dress and adornment, both fashion and body 

modification strongly evoke both individualistic and cultural (and subcultural) 

expressions, continuities, and discontinuities of identity. Inasmuch as fashion can 

be seen as culturally dominant, body modification, states Sweetman, “might be 

argued to share certain affinities with the subcultural 'uniforms' adopted by 

Figure 82: Adam Anderson, Smoke, 2020. 
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skinhead and others.”57 The subcultural body modifications to which Sweetman is 

referring are particularly apt at exemplifying a tripartite relationship that the 

practice of body modification (and costume) has with different registers of 

identity. Initially, Sweetman established that the subcultural body modifications 

of the 1990s were concerned with individual expressions of identity. However, from 

examining statements by Polhemus, it is clear that the original function of body 

modification was not about individual identity but group (tribal) identity. 

Sweetman then argues that subcultural body modifications, while individual, are 

also displays of affinity or allegiance among groups of individuals with similar 

world views within and across cultures. Thus, like fashion, body modification may 

be seen as expressing identity on individualistic, cultural, and cross-cultural (and 

intra-cultural) levels. 

French artist ORLAN brings the similarities between fashion and body 

modification into focus. As Figure 83 shows, ORLAN has modified her body with 

cosmetic surgeries and subdermal implants. She is regarded for her 1990 onward 

series of plastic surgery performances, The Reincarnation of Saint-ORLAN, in 

which she modified her features to resemble various “feminine beauty ideals” from 

the canon of Western art—and for suing Lady Gaga for plagiarism (and losing). 

ORLAN blurs the lines between fashion and body modification. Particularly 

through her surgeries, ORLAN’s face is permanently modified in a manner 

consistent with body modification, while simultaneously reflective of the transient 

beauty ideals in Western art, which speaks more readily to fashion. Despite their 

permanence as body modifications, the reference ORLAN’s surgeries make to the 

Western art canon can be considered culturally dominant, and even monolithic—

hence related to fashion. However, as Figure 83 shows, ORLAN’s body project 

wasn’t finished when The Reincarnation of Saint-ORLAN was completed. Unlike 

the determinate destination of body modification like that of “The Vampire 

Woman,” ORLAN’s body project does not seem to have an end goal. Instead, 

ORLAN treats the body’s supposed inscription of permanent identity as (itself) the 

mutable materials through which transient identity is fashioned and refashioned—

 
57 Sweetman, “Anchoring the (Postmodern) Self?,” 66. 
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ORLAN’s flesh is her artistic medium. Central to her practice, as it is in my 

understanding of costume, is the idea that the body never fully manifests the 

contents of identity. In her words, 

There is a bad exchange in human relations because one 

never is what one has...I have the skin of an angel, but I 

am a jackal...the skin of a crocodile, but I am a puppy, 

the skin of a black person, but I am white, the skin of a 

woman, but I am a man; I never have the skin of what I 

am.58 

In the process of becoming oneself, fashion and body modification 

ultimately may be represented as receding horizons. They perpetually negate the 

ability to determinately know or disavow identity’s essence because permanence 

and transience are neither exclusive nor absolute but ambiguously entangled with 

one another. Thus, the artifice and essence of identity remain similarly 

ungraspable. The true difference between fashion and body modification is their 

flipped relationship to human life and identity. Fashion makes use of transience to 

resist the permanence of mortality, tantalising people with the prospect of 

transformation’s immortal renewal. Conversely, body modification’s permanence 

resists life’s chaotic fluidity, structuring the ebb and flow of life and identity into 

manageable and ritualised bodily inscriptions that solidify a sense of self and 

reassure people of their continuity and place within society. Rather than the 

defensive strategy of fashion and body modification, the use of costume in my 

practice draws attention to and embraces the paradoxes of identity and the 

questions I have about existence. Costumes do this by positively engaging with the 

ambiguities and ambivalences of appearance, a theme that is contextualised 

further by masking and masquerade. 

 
58 ORLAN quoted in Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 278. 
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Figure 83: ORLAN photographed by Fabrice Lévêque, 1997. 
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3.4 Masking and Masquerade 

Costume’s ability to address the ambiguities of identity is owed to its 

relationship with masking and masquerade, the next body of knowledge that 

contributes to my understanding of costume. As an important thinker in this field, 

Efrat Tseëlon uses the terms “masking” and “masquerade” interchangeably, and 

prefers their verb forms as an emphasis of their “dynamic similarities over semantic 

difference.”59 Masquerade, according to Tseëlon, is primarily concerned with 

exposing the multiplicity of identity, adding ambiguity and challenging essentialist 

identities.60 Masking similarly possess the “ability to address ambiguities and to 

articulate the paradoxes of appearance.”61 The superlative effectiveness of masking 

and masquerade in sustaining perceptions of identity that would otherwise be 

considered absurd, paradoxical, or nonsensical have contributed greatly to my 

understanding of how costumes operate. Alongside the magical thinking of fetish, 

the masking and masquerade inherent in costume increase the variety and amplify 

the connections between the identities that I perform. These connections enable 

me to create, alter, reproduce, and recombine identities alongside costume 

elements. The resulting identities are charged with the ambiguity and ambivalent 

power that similarly emanates from fetish and masking and masquerade. These 

identities positively embody points of access to the transcendental contents of 

identity in an effort to understand identity’s essence. However, their ambiguity, 

ambivalence, multiplicity, and paradoxical nature is also useful as an emancipation 

from and challenge to both essentialist assumptions about identity, as well as the 

logic and determinacy of performative views of identity. 

Though they are interchangeable, there are subtle differences in Tseëlon’s 

use of the terms “masking” and “masquerade” which are noteworthy. For instance, 

in her “paradigm of masking,” Tseëlon postulates three “orders of masking:” mask, 

disguise, and masquerade, which concurrently construct and deconstruct 

 
59 Tseëlon, “From Fashion to Masquerade,” 108. 
60 Tseëlon, “Introduction”, 1. 
61 David Napier quoted in Tseëlon, “Introduction”, 1-2. 
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identities.62 In this paradigm, a mask is a “self-conscious device of artifice, which 

enhances while calling attention to the transience of this supposedly essential 

quality (e.g. adding hair extensions).”63 Disguise, meanwhile, is considered by 

Tseëlon as “an attempt to impersonate or pass (e.g. Hollywood peroxide blondes),” 

as a means of avoiding social stigmas while adopting roles which seem more 

desirable.64 Finally, the last order of masking is masquerade, “a parody of the trope 

of the represented group, displayed in an exaggerated form, either as a mockery 

(e.g. drag queens or pantomime dames) or as a social critique (e.g. burlesque 

artists).”65 

While Tseëlon’s breakdown of the orders of masking is useful as a means of 

drawing out various qualities which are shared with costume, these require further 

examination. Costume transverse these orders of masking, applying imprecisely to 

parts of all three orders. For instance, costume merges quite harmoniously with 

the order of mask, particularly in that costume is practiced with similar self-

consciousness.66 Masks and costumes both call attention to the multiplicity and 

transience of supposedly essentialist identities, emphasised by their shared status 

as being mostly impermanent alterations made to “innate” parts of the body and 

its appearance. However, Tseëlon’s example of hair extensions as masks is not quite 

aligned with costumes. Firstly, Tseëlon’s example positions masks as an instrument 

of expressing identity within a particularly social environment because hair 

extensions are mundane artifices far more acceptably used in social environments 

than, say, someone wearing a Donald Trump rubber head covering (face mask, 

Figure 84). Secondly, one does not necessarily want hair extensions to draw 

attention to their own presence, in fact it may be argued that their 

inconspicuousness is the very reason why hair extensions (as masks) are 

“enhancing.”67 More obvious masks, such as the Trump mask, are unlikely to be 

 
62 Efrat Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Order of Masking,” in Fashion as Masquerade: Critical Studies in 
Fashion and Beauty Volume III, ed. Efrat Tseëlon, Laini Burton, and Diana Crane (Bristol: 
Intellect, 2014) 5. 
63 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5 (emphasis added). 
64 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
65 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
66 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
67 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
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confused for one’s “actual” face, and may produce effects that are not necessarily 

enhancing in the context of trying to appear attractive. Costumes therefore share 

more in common with the Trump mask than masks like hair extensions, because 

costumes draw attention to the one wearing them and to themselves. After all, one 

is far more likely to notice a face covering that resembles an American president 

than extended locks of hair. Thirdly, Tseëlon’s use of hair extensions as an example 

of masks is disharmonious with the contribution of masks to my understanding of 

costume because the example seems removed from the transcendental and 

ritualistic associations of masks. I consider this transcendental component of 

masks imperative and very pronounced in costumes. Tseëlon knows this well, 

evidenced by her reflection of masks being concerned with transformation, and 

“contextually bound to the rite/ritual it is involved in.”68 Fittingly, masks address 

the transcendental components of this thesis in that they are the “embodiment of 

the fragile dividing line between concealment and revelation, truth and artifice, 

natural and supernatural, life and death is a potent source of the mask's 

metaphysical power."69 

 
68 Tseëlon, “Reflections on Mask and Carnival,” 18-19. 
69 Tseëlon, “Reflections on Mask and Carnival,” 20. 

Figure 84: Donald Trump mask, available on Amazon.com. 
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My use of masks in the form of face coverings is indiscriminately peppered 

throughout my practice alongside other kinds of masks including hair extensions, 

makeup, veils, and others. While mechanistically similar, I regard face coverings as 

possessing distinct characteristics. That face coverings erase and replace even the 

pretence of a “real” face—a pretence which may be upheld by makeup for 

example—resonates with the resolutely fetish quality of an enlivened object. This 

enlivening is a result of the union between the inanimate mask and the body that 

animates it—the mask subjugating and supplanting the highly fixated upon face 

as a locus of identity while simultaneously adorning it and shrouding it in an air of 

tantalising mystery. The identities that I produce using face coverings are often 

more ambivalent than those that use only makeup because, as the previous citation 

of Tseëlon goes, they embody the indeterminate and ambiguous spaces between 

multiple states of being. In artworks that include face coverings, the identities 

being summoned are therefore often engaged quite directly with these existential 

and mystical fields, such as life and death or truth and artifice. After Agamemnon 

(Figure 85) engages with ideas surrounding death, a concept invoked largely 

because of the face covering that features in this artwork (a fetish) which will 

certainly outlive me by a wide margin of time. After Agamemnon questions what, 

if anything, can persist of a person after the death of the body; materially, 

psychically, and transcendentally speaking. Made after the golden funerary mask 

of Agamemnon (Figure 86), After Agamemnon is made of six sheets of titanium 

that were laboriously shaped using a hammer and differently shaped instruments. 

This technique, known as chasing, is usually more suitable to softer and malleable 

metals like gold, silver, aluminium, or copper, which can also be easily softened 

with heat, unlike titanium. I chose to use titanium because it intrinsically, in its 

elemental qualities, connotes its own longevity and the finality of death compared 

with the transience of the life of the wearer that is referenced by the mask’s 

reproduction of a human face. Like death, titanium is enigmatically powerful. An 

elemental metal, titanium connotes the impenetrable power of death in that it has 

a high melting temperature (about 1600° Celsius), it does not easily fatigue or 

crack, and it does not easily corrode. Titanium is incredibly strong, comparable to 

steel, yet is it very light, which connotes death in that it too is a strong force yet a 



154 

 

form of lightness, a release from life. Further, titanium is a poor conductor of heat 

and electricity, it is nonmagnetic, and does not readily react with other chemical 

elements or compounds (including the skin it is worn on). These qualities give 

titanium an air of separateness, it almost seems unwilling to change, transmit, or 

react to the environment in a similar fashion to death’s seemingly separated status 

from life. Of course, for all its incredible qualities titanium is one of the most 

common elements in the earth’s mantle, mirroring the ubiquity of death and its 

intrinsic coexistence with life. Finally, titanium can readily be coloured with a wide 

spectrum of vivid hues using heat from a blowtorch. The colours of the mask in 

After Agamemnon function as a conflated state of life and death. The colours 

dynamically capture an impression of the blowtorch’s flame, referencing the 

transient life of fire, while the chemical and structural stability of the oxide surface, 

and its sombre midnight hues, reference death. 

  

Figure 85: Adam Anderson, After Agamemnon¸2020. 
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Unlike masks, costumes share very little with disguise, Tseëlon’s second 

order of masking.70 This is because costumes, whether serious, frivolous, or 

somewhere in between, act as sincere, positive, and authentic declarations of 

identity. By (Tseëlon’s) definition, disguises are attempts to impersonate or pass as 

another.71 Disguises therefore draw attention away from one’s individuality and 

difference from the social environment; the disguised individual perceiving the 

traits of others as preferable to their own for any number of reasons. More in 

alignment with shrouds or camouflage, disguises hide the wearer under a patina of 

social conformity and contrived sameness, even if the resulting disguise is 

subversive, empowering, or “in plain sight,” as per Tseëlon’s example of peroxide 

blondes.72 Thus, the difference between masks and disguises is arguably one that 

is subjectively motivational, it is a matter of intent. Nevertheless, Tseëlon’s 

theorisation of disguises does draw out one shared trait with costumes—that is, 

 
70 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
71 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
72 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 

Figure 86: Mask of Agamemnon, created c. 1500 BCE. Gold funeral mask, 
discovered 1876 at Mycenae (Greece), by Heinrich Schliemann. National 
Archaeological Museum, Athens. 

Image removed due to copyright
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that the alterations made to appearance are perceived by the individual as 

desirable.73 In disguises, this desirability seems to be concerned with one’s position 

relative to society, as a means of minimising perceived flaws or disadvantages and 

capitalising on more privileged or advantageous social positions.74 In donning 

costumes, desirability is primarily concerned with one’s position relative to oneself, 

and secondarily within society. Disguise’s association with desirability operates in 

costume as transcendence, which can be understood as a desire for self-exploration 

and exceedance through transformation. 

Horn’s Einhorn may be used to parse the similarities and differences 

between disguises and costumes. It can hardly be stated that Horn or the performer 

of Einhorn is trying to impersonate or pass as someone else in this performance 

given that there is no archetype or adequate ideal against which to judge if the 

performer “passes” or fails to do so. Assuming that this is not a sincere attempt to 

be disguised as an “actual” unicorn, that alone positions Einhorn more as a costume 

than a disguise. Additionally, although the artwork certainly can be analysed 

within the context of social politics, unicorns are mythical creatures not recognised 

performative identities like “woman” or “German.” Therefore, it is less important 

to consider if Einhorn enables Horn and the performer to avoid social stigmas and 

to adopt socially advantageous positions than it is to consider it as adopting a 

simply more desirable role. The role adopted by Horn and the performer in Einhorn 

is an ethereal one, Horn’s description being that the performer walked like an 

apparition, her presence so awe inspiring that it caused two men to fall off their 

bicycles in disbelief.75 The role of a powerful yet ethereal apparition or mythical 

unicorn makes sense from Horn’s perspective. Horn not only “ghostly” made 

performance art by working vicariously through the performer’s body like a 

possessing spirit, but the artwork is also directly related to Horn’s hospitalisation, 

her life threatened and her body weakened and faint. She understandably may have 

desired to walk majestically and powerfully like the identity performed in Einhorn. 

 
73 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
74 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
75 Horn quoted in Celant and Horn, "The Bastille Interviews I,” 16. 
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Tseëlon’s description of masquerade as the final order of masking 

illuminates an important dimension of costume—which is exaggeration.76 Unlike 

all other forms of dress and adornment addressed so far in this chapter, which may 

vary in levels of hyperbole and theatricality, masquerade is intrinsically 

exaggerated. Costumes are similarly so. Masquerade and costume are not fitting 

terms to describe tastefully understated jewellery or clothes. Masquerade and 

costume can certainly incorporate these things, but their display is amplified 

beyond the social conventions of everyday dress and adornment. For Tseëlon, the 

purpose of exaggeration in masquerade is distinctly political; it is either a mocking 

or critiquing parody of performative identities that substitutes the prediscursive 

“certainty” of essentialism with ambiguity, multiplicity, and doubt.77 Tseëlon’s 

invocation of drag queens and pantomime dames exemplify masquerade’s mockery 

of essentialist gender identity, specifically the category of “women” and gender 

(not women themselves).78 Masquerade does this by conspicuously calling 

attention to the contingencies, incongruities, and artificialities of gender as a 

performative construct. While drag performers mock conventional gender tropes, 

burlesque performers may be understood as critiquing (rather than mocking) the 

traditional roles of women and feminine sexuality, reclaiming these agencies from 

patriarchal frameworks. In Tseëlon’s concept of masquerade, the feature of 

exaggeration is therefore very driven, its purpose being to highlight and exhibit its 

political intent to make positive changes in society. Exaggeration serves a similar 

purpose in costume. However, in costume, the intent that drives exaggeration is 

directed not only toward righting societal wrongs, but also toward making positive 

inward changes (as transcendence). Exaggeration in costume projects this intent 

both outwards and inwards; it makes vividly manifest aspects of identity that are 

strange, absurd, and difficult to express, those that are often therefore 

marginalised, unexpressed, or suppressed to a faint whisper in everyday 

expressions of selfhood. 

 
76 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
77 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
78 Tseëlon, “Fashion and the Orders of Masking,” 5. 
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The role of exaggeration or hyperbole in illuminating the obscure recesses 

of identity is apparent in my performances that include an audience (live 

performances). Though it may seem unlikely given the whimsicality of my artwork, 

performing in front of other people does not come naturally to me. The pressure 

and anxiety of performing this way often result in me withdrawing into myself, 

which makes the experience of performing a particular identity quite intense and 

difficult to maintain. This withdrawal occurred in Until It Reached an Open Door. 

At three hours long, this performance was unusually extended for me, with three 

half-hour “scenes” separated by three half-hour intermissions. During the 

intermissions, I frenziedly made complete costume changes—a hyperbolic struggle 

in itself because the three costumes involved many layers of garments, jewellery, 

shoes, and accessories that were difficult to put on, take off, and variably disabled 

me from seeing, breathing easily, bending my torso, talking, sitting, standing, and 

walking. To commence each scene, I entered the space (a cinema with a stage for 

theatre and music concerts) by either walking or crawling onstage, depending on 

the costume. No narrative or planned structure guided each scene beyond simply 

occupying the identity produced through the costume. Coupled with my stress-

induced withdrawal—the exaggeration of the costumes forced out of me versions 

of myself that were otherwise unknown, even to myself. Reflexively aware of 

occupying these unusual selves suspended in the intensified event of performance, 

I was forced by the costumes to wholly submit to the experience. Ascetically 

uninhibited, the ambiguity, ambivalence, and absurd theatricality of each costume 

served as a protection from self-consciousness, embarrassment, or perceiving 

others’ judgement, and enabled a communion with my own identity that illumed 

fantastical, imaginary, and transcendentally aspirational selves. The first costume, 

for instance (Figure 87), was experienced as a “shamanistic” identity, I counted to 

ten in Hebrew and then sprayed rosewater through a glaze-atomiser at the 

audience (the smell of rosewater being a constituent of the costume). The second 

costume (Figure 88) brought out a lascivious, slithering, but playful identity which 

menacingly mimicked laughter from the audience through a mouth gag that 

disabled speech and made me drool on myself and the stage. This costume also 

caused me to slither around on my knees because I could not walk or stand in the 
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shoes I was wearing. Finally, tired and in pain, the third costume (Figure 89), which 

included a face covering, induced in me an ambivalently reflective, quiet, and still 

identity resulting in this scene of the performance being spent mostly seated and 

silent. Allowing the characteristics of costumes to dictate my behaviour has 

enabled me to forego a lot of premeditated scripting in my performances. However, 

the lack of premeditation in my performances is arguably also illusory because, in 

order to get to the moment of performance, I meticulously plan and laboriously 

execute my costumes with the foreknowledge that each costume I wear impacts on 

my body in certain ways and therefore induces an identity with a fleeting life of its 

own.  

Figure 87: Adam Anderson, Until It Reached an Open Door, 2018. Performance 
still 1, photographed by Andrew Willis. 
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Figure 88: Adam Anderson, Until It Reached an Open Door, 2018. Performance 
still 2, photographed by Andrew Willis. 

Figure 89: Adam Anderson, Until It Reached an Open Door, 2018. Performance 
still 3, photographed by Andrew Willis. 
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3.5 Eco’s jeans 

The ability of costume to draw identities from inside oneself may be 

accounted for “epidermic self-awareness,” the final body of knowledge that 

contributes to my understanding of costume.79 Epidermic self-awareness is a 

concept that resulted from a distressing encounter between Umberto Eco and 

jeans. Recalling this event, Eco (Figure 90) states that, 

…as a result I assumed an exterior behaviour of one who 

wears jeans. In any case, I assumed a demeanour…not 

only did the garment impose a demeanour on me; by 

focusing my attention on demeanour it obliged me to 

live towards the exterior world.80 

By virtue of wearing jeans where normally he would not, Eco gained the ability to 

perceive himself as something beyond what he had previously known of himself. 

Wearing jeans not only triggered a new self-awareness in Eco but, for the duration 

 
79 Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 45. 
80 Umberto Eco quoted in Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 44. 

Figure 90: Umberto Eco, 2015. 

Image removed due to copyright
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of his day as he wore jeans, his attention remained exterior—embodied—as 

opposed to the more cerebral mindsets conventionally associated with thinkers of 

his calibre. 

To explain how Eco’s discomfort in wearing jeans caused epidermic self-

awareness, Entwistle explains that “for the most part, we don’t experience our 

jeans.”81 That Eco did experience jeans in such a novel way is owed to his 

discomfort: the jeans’ disruption of Eco’s normative experience of his body—

bodies being “the envelope of our being in the world”—from which “our selfhood 

comes,” and is located.82 Entwistle reiterates that the normative experience of daily 

dress and adornment is basically that “it becomes an extension of the body which 

is like a second skin.”83 As a result, where everyday dress and adornment unifies 

with the body and identity so much so that they are experienced as singular, in 

wearing jeans when he normally would not, Eco’s experienced epidermic self-

awareness.84 Eco’s heightened and embodied self-awareness is specific to his own 

bodily experience. For most people, the extent to which jeans are uncomfortable 

or disruptive of normative bodily experience is quite minimal. 

In costume, the uncomfortable and novel bodily experiences which trigger 

epidermic self-awareness are far more exaggerated than wearing jeans and are 

deliberately pursued as a means of accessing new selves. The way in which 

epidermic self-awareness functions in costume is also closely affiliated with the 

way fetishes take control of the body, both being instances in which materials 

facilitate transformative, embodied interactions with oneself. The intrinsically 

assertive quality of fetishes, costumes, and epidermic self-awareness is illuminated 

by Eco’s use of words like “obliged,” and “imposed,” as well as by his description of 

the jeans’ ability to “focus his attention,” the garment forcibly effecting Eco’s 

(presumably disciplined) mind via his body.85 

 
81 Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 45. 
82 Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 44. 
83 Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 45. 
84 Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 45. 
85 Umberto Eco quoted in Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” 44. 
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By demanding his attention and forcing it upon his body, Eco’s jeans 

cohered and manifested a dimension of Eco’s identity that was otherwise unknown 

even—or especially—to himself. Because the event was physical and demanding of 

his attention, it became tangible—Eco very keenly aware of his simultaneously 

physical and psychic transformation from “not a jeans wearer” to “jeans wearer.” If 

Eco had stuck to his normal clothes—trousers, I assume—this “jeans wearing” 

identity would have remained hidden from him. So, if nothing else, jeans allowed 

someone as intelligent as Eco to learn something about himself, he can be one who 

wears jeans if he chooses to be.86 

Costumes that impinge on one’s normative bodily experience can force a 

person to cohere and externalise a novel self-awareness—a hidden or new identity. 

If not for costume’s epidermic self-awareness, one either would not know that 

these identities exist, they would not exist, or—and perhaps most importantly—

one would not be able to intentionally summon new selves as acts of self-creation. 

This is therefore transcendental because, as an act of self-exceeding 

transformation, the new identities summoned by epidermic self-awareness 

contribute to the ever growing, changing, and surpassing of previous experiences 

of “overall” identity. 

Epidermic self-awareness has been a key feature of my costumes since 

before I even learnt the term. In the first year of my candidature (2017), I performed 

Automimesis for a live audience alongside a fellow PhD, candidate Victoria 

Wareham, in costumes that I made for our group show Performing Space, with 

Jacinta Giles, another PhD candidate. The costume I wore for this performance 

(Figure 91) would certainly not constitute a normative bodily experience for me, it 

involved a massive and heavy “gown” made from many meters of fabric netting and 

hand-sewn appliques of nylon fringe, flowers, glass beads, plastic pearls, PVC 

plastic sheets, and braided rope. The costume, which closed with a tight elastic and 

coarse netting over the neck, additionally required me to wear a hood that covered 

the majority of my neck, head, and face, “white-out” contact lenses that 

 
86 I am unsure of what the difference is between a “trouser wearing” and “jeans wearing” person is 
in Eco’s mind, I guess the “jeans wearers” are more…hip? 
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substantially reduced my vision, and high-heeled platform boots. Obviously, the 

costume impinged on the comfort and movement of my body. Considerable 

attention was devoted throughout the performance to maintaining balance on my 

shoes, not getting tangled in my own layers of fabrics and nylon fringe, and seeing 

where I was and where I was going through the fine white mesh of the contact 

lenses. The costume of Automimesis certainly induced epidermic self-awareness, 

which was deliberately designed to draw from me the identity I was performing. In 

this case, the identity was a kind of maniacal, domineering clown that controlled 

the entire space of the gallery and the performance. The identity was also self-

multiplying—appearing, disappearing, and reappearing using projections cast on 

large nylon fringe curtains at opposite ends of the space that mimicked the live 

performance itself. Though it is trite, certain obvious features of the costume 

correspond quite clearly to the effect they had on my self-awareness. These are 

worth mentioning even though no aspect of the costume operates discretely. 

Nevertheless, it may be considered that the boots, for instance, elevated my height 

above how I normally experience it, as well as engaged my calf muscles, producing 

a “towering” and muscle-tensed sensation that contributed to the aggressive 

qualities of the performed identity. Similarly, the size and volume of the garment 

I was wearing increased my perception of my size and volume far beyond my 

normal bodily experience. The combined effects of the shoes and garment made 

me perceive myself as very big and very tall, which enabled me to occupy a 

domineering role where I normally would not. The “blindness” of the contact 

lenses, both real and illusory, made me perceive myself as seen but not seeing, 

facilitating the introspection of the performed identity and its paradoxical 

exhibitionism and spiteful disregard of the gaze of others. Concurrently, the white 

eyes lent me the self-perception of being like an entranced shaman amid some 

supernatural encounter, which manifested itself in the manic and slightly 

diabolical behaviour I exhibited during the performance (such as stomping my feet 

loudly and slamming into walls). 
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Inasmuch as creating new identities through costume and epidermic self-

awareness is transcendental because of its attention to self-identity, it is also 

transcendental because of the way in which it connects one’s own experiences of 

identity with that others, leading towards transcendence’s ultimate goal of being 

in unison with all that exists. In Eco’s case this is exemplified by his transformation 

into a “jeans wearer,” an identity henceforth shared between Eco and other human 

beings who wear jeans. This connection might seem comically trivial, but it plainly 

exemplifies how the self-regard in my practice exceeds mere narcissism and 

becomes socially and environmentally conscious. Walking that clichéd “mile in my 

shoes” should be taken quite literally as a means of relating to other people through 

the shared experience of being a body that interacts with the physical environment. 

In Horn’s case, for example, the epidermic self-awareness of costumes underpins 

what makes Einhorn transmit meaning to others as an artwork. With the costumed 

body of the performer serving as a nexus, Horn was able to “focus on one person 

and try to communicate through the object I had constructed,” linking Horn, the 

performer, and viewers of Einhorn through the shareability of the performer’s 

Figure 91: Adam Anderson, Jacinta Giles, Victoria Wareham, Automimesis/ 
Jamming Good With Weird And Gilly/ Cold Light On A Warm Body, 2017. 
Performance still. Photographed by Thomas Oliver. 



166 

 

costumed bodily experience.87 In other words, viewers of Einhorn are invited to 

relate to the performer’s body as it integrates with the costume Horn constructed, 

by extension relating to Horn herself, her ideas, and experience as she recovered 

from being poisoned. While costume’s shareability therefore clearly extends to 

other people, it also extends to the environment, not only through encouraging 

empathy of other points of view, but also by engaging with and gaining a respect 

for the value and worth of the material world and our interactions with it as bodies 

within nature. It is a matter of understanding that physical materials are not “just 

stuff,” but are central to how people experience their own existence. All of my 

visual outputs invite the viewer to both relate to me as I search for my own identity 

while also suggesting new ways for them to think about their own identities. This 

is true of performances such as I can’t imagine any connection at all (Figure 92)

 
87 Horn quoted in Celant and Horn, "The Bastille Interviews I,” 16. 

Figure 92: Adam Anderson, I can’t imagine any connection at all, 2019. 
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Conclusion 

Wanderlust! From island to island 
Wanderlust! United in movement 

Wonderful! I'm joined with you 
Wanderlust! 
Wanderlust! 

Can you spot a pattern? 
Relentlessly restless1 

Björk’s Wanderlust ends in a wrenching, powerful, and emotional manner 

that is typical of the artist. As the song draws to an end, Björk quietly repeats the 

lines “Relentlessly restless, restless relentlessly.”2 In the music video, Björk 

plummets down a rapid waterfall (Figure 93), gaining enormous speed as the 

waterfall turns into a watery vortex. Finally, as the song concludes, a huge pair of 

hands emerge in light from within the vortex’s unseen eye and collect Björk’s body, 

saving her from certain annihilation. 

This thesis has been characterised not by sticking to the concreteness of 

established artistic methods, theoretical discourses, and ideologies, but by 

following the relentless restlessness of identity’s liquidity as it is represented in art. 

 
1 Björk, “Wanderlust,” 2007. 
2 Björk, “Wanderlust,” 2007. 

Figure 93: Björk, Wanderlust, 2007. Music video still. 

Image removed due to copyright
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Yet within the liquid vortex of identity there still lingers a mysterious and 

transcendental element, one that does not reveal itself as overtly as a huge pair of 

hands emerging from the darkness. This is the undertowed nature of identity, it is 

the ineffable thing that I try to engage with as I perform through fetish and 

costume. 

The contribution of this thesis is that it mediates and engages tangibly with 

theoretical and historical discourses on identity in art. My approach can generally 

be understood as being perpetually positioned between more dominant 

perspectives, such as between performativity, essentialism, and perspectives 

derived from philosophy and theology. My strategy has been to focus on 

paradigmatic art and theory as a means of establishing the monolithic 

representations of the dominant discourses that I position myself between—for 

example by engaging Freud and Marx in relation to fetish. While this strategy has 

risked analyses that are not new in and of themselves, my contribution to these 

separate discourses resides in bringing them together through my own identity 

and artworks. 

The betweenness of my research, the way in which it is attached to but 

divergent from multiple discourses of identity, has been a subject broached by 

fetish. Within fetish lies an amalgam of features that confounds the traditional 

divisions and laws of logical systems. It is through fetish that, in my artworks, I can 

understand transcendence not as a rapturous escape from the supposedly inferior 

earthly realm but as a sacred and embodied relationship between an individual and 

the environment. Fetish enables people to access and tangibly interact with unique 

yet heterogeneously constituted aspects of their identities through intimate and 

passionate exchanges between objects and the body. To perform with a fetish is 

not unlike performing with multiple selves as the object mediates the experience 

of identity. 

I consider that there is much work yet to be done with fetish. A subject that 

is overwhelmingly positioned in a negative and purely Western context, fetish has 

a number of profoundly positive qualities, such as its ability to bring together 

conflicting things. Future research into fetish that takes account of its positive 
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dimensions can be powerfully used to recontextualise traditionally oppressive 

discourses, reconcile between problematic divisions of people, and extend identity 

discourses into new and hybrid directions. However, I must acknowledge that 

fetish is difficult terrain, not because of its innate features but because of its 

increasingly complex relationship with culture, particularly in light of postcolonial 

and Afrofuturist theory. A related but perhaps more friendly area of research may 

therefore be costume. 

Costume has been shown in this thesis to be a nuanced thing that at times 

challenges neat and logical categorisation in a similar way to fetish. Highly 

inclusive, the salient features of costume are that it exists in totality with the body 

and identity, that it is invested with and radiates meaning, that is it not quotidian 

but hyperbolic and transcendentally charged, and that it induces epidermic self-

awareness. As a practice and a concept, costume’s combined features are 

superlative in expressing identities in performance, drawing these from the unseen 

interior of the individual and out into physical form. 

The culmination of research done in this thesis is presented in this text and 

in the final accompanying exhibition. I have titled this exhibition I Have the Skin 

of an Angel… …But I’m a Jackal, after the citation I made in Chapter 3 to ORLAN 

and her contention that how one appears is never the whole truth of who one is.3 

Divided into two spaces, the physicality of the exhibition is an emphasis of the 

paradoxically multiple yet singular experience of identity and the overflowing 

abundance of the identities that I perform in my relentlessly restless search for 

understanding. 

 

  

 
3 ORLAN quoted in Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell, 278. 
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