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ABSTRACT
Making use of blood—the ever-alluring plasma coursing through one’s veins—as
an aesthetic focal point in the creation of artwork is not a conceptually novel idea. Blood
works have existed from the time of the earliest civilizations. For instance, Mayan
sacrificial ceremonies and corresponding artifacts, depictions of The Passion of Christ,
portraits of European nobility, and performance art of the sixties and seventies making
reference to the ritual symbolism of blood-laden ceremony. Perhaps as a result, the
current use of blood as a creative medium is somewhat less beguiling to a modern artviewing audience. With the invention of the World Wide Web in 1990 and the home
computing boom thereafter, a contemporary audience is constantly bombarded with
visual imagery and easily accessible depictions of bodily fluids. In the current cultural
atmosphere rife with surface-level interactions, self-indulgence and detachment, what
imperative purpose does this viscerous material serve in art?
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
When artwork utilizing blood was at its art historical prime, in the 1960s and 70s,

the fluid very often served as a symbol of spiritualism and ritual. Using the vehicle of
performance, artists such as Hermann Nitsch, Chris Burden and Marina Abramovic
created works in relation to pain and sacrifice, in a kind of primal actionism. In addition,
much of earlier performance art (there are a few notable exceptions) was set apart by a
weariness of the ‘art object’ and a subsequent de-commodification, moving away from
the art market and gallery world. In creating purposefully intangible works that could not
be displayed, bought and sold in the traditional manner, the art was more ‘of the
moment,’ a direct communication of the physical body. In contrast, many newer body
fluid works consolidate the commercialism of the contemporary art market with the
media of early body art, materializing bodily output and trading it as commodity. From
this change, questions arise due to materials that are degradable, considered biohazardous, and by much of society considered disgusting and associated with disease—
dangerous, or at the very least, off-putting. Within the same timeframe as the resurgence
of blood art in contemporary art, another artform was developing into a household
enterprise, social media. The term’s first documented use is 1995, although who officially
‘coined’ the phrase is still up for debate (Bercovici, Forbes).
This study will expand upon the groundwork of earlier studies in both body art
and sociological internet studies, in consonance with the notion that blood artwork has
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moved out of the realm of ‘performance’ in the physical sense, and into the contemporary
performance of the presentation of self, primarily through the singular image. In bringing
the two disparate fields of academia together, this thesis will seek to demonstrate that
recent blood art has severed ties to the semiotics of ritual and spiritual symbolism of
earlier work in the same media, and now represents a sense of contemporary voyeurism,
informed by the culture of social media. A kind of modern-day creed, the casual and
ceaseless use of the Internet for communication with one another has influenced not only
pop culture, but the way that one lives and even thinks about the world around him or
her. To ignore this aspect of recent history when discussing evolutions in art is to leave
out a huge segment of the contextual framework that informs the pieces. Where social
media correspondence is primarily constructed through sharing information—often
visual—about the self, there is an increasing normalization of publishing details that once
were considered private, intimate experiences to be kept within the home. This ‘openingup’ is not necessarily a genuine portrayal of one’s internal emotional state, but a
manufactured profile to present to others, presented under the guise of authenticity, much
like another contemporary phenomena, reality tv. With that in mind, what can be
determined about art that seeks to make public some of the most internal human matter?
Is blood art just a more invasive ‘selfie’?
Where this thesis will carve out a new niche is in examining recent blood artwork,
with particular interest in how these pieces are informed by the current most pervasive
form of pop culture, the Internet, and more specifically, social media. Through a critical
analysis of selected artworks using blood as the primary media, set against a timeline of
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domestic Internet developments, and the employment of modern sociological theories of
comparative identity, this thesis will seek to examine the ways in which blood art need
not be viewed exclusively through the iconoclastic lens of theological semiotics or the
sterile lens of biological study; there is a necessity to evaluate these works in relation to
their congruent virtual cyberspace.
Blood art has steadily come to represent, from the 1990s onward, a reflection of
the “self” emblematic of current social media conventions in the golden age of the
Internet. These artworks exemplify a cultural shift regarding ideas of the performative
self, social media narcissism, and voyeurism.
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CHAPTER 2
STATE OF RESEARCH
The broad view that bodily fluids in art are at this point somewhat outmoded may

also be why there has been less and less academic work examining the use of biological
media in contemporary art. Much of the research done currently or recently has been
focused on the shift from religious symbolism to secular and biological interpretations—
the evocative novelty of the media has worn thin, so to speak. In particular, a large, and
encompassing volume, Blood: Art, Power, Politics and Pathology, edited by James M.
Bradburne, director of the Museum fur Angewandte Kunst in Frankfurt am Main, does a
fantastic job in its final chapter of examining the aesthetic use of blood (and a few other
bodily fluids) in a way that is very attuned to the climate of scientific/medical dissection
in contemporary art. There are also a number of scholars beginning to study psychosocial concepts of the “self” and the “body” within the realm of the social media and
Internet interaction. Chris Shilling, professor of sociology at Kent University, UK
published a concise book early last year entitled The Body: A Very Short Introduction that
seeks to demonstrate the ways in which definitions of the body are constructed by social
relationships, including a brief section on shifting morality as a by-product of the
expansion of the Internet in contemporary life. Any study of art using blood that has
made reference to either the Internet, social networking, social media or even just the
changing role of technology in life has done so as a brief comment, just one small aspect
of the analysis, but never as the focal point of the discussion. This discourse will focus on
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the imprint of the Internet onto the artwork specifically. For the more well known artists
considered here, this study will aspire to delve a bit deeper into the artwork from the
perspective of this major change in human interaction. For the lesser-known, and more
contemporary artists discussed, this investigation aims to look at the work (the overall
presence of which is often substantially entrenched in web presentations) in a new and
academic manner. Due to the breadth of these concepts, the scope of this particular study
is not intended to be wholly conclusive on every facet of the examination, but does
propose to introduce discourse as a framework that can be expanded upon in the future.

!

!

6
CHAPTER 3
COMMUNICABLE TRANSMISSIONS
Every hour,
in every word,
the wound of creation
bleeds on forever. - Gottfried Benn
(quoted in Pietzsch, 242)
In order to truly appreciate the artwork discussed, it is paramount that one gathers

a brief review of the art historical context of blood utilization in artwork, for purposes of
laying the groundwork of further exploration. Surely the artists working with this media
have a similar cursory frame of reference when developing ideas for their own work;
therefore grasping the foundation of this type of expression is absolutely necessary to
draw any conclusions about the psychological and sociological environments that these
artworks inhabit.
Blood-borne Principles
From the earliest civilizations onward, blood has been associated with health,
harvest and renewal in general. As a magical substance of life-force or a grim reminder of
human finitude, this sanguine liquid has always been an iconographical motif held in high
regard. In the scheme of Western collective conscious, the Ancient Egyptian idea of
hemocentrism—the central importance of the heart and blood—was strongly
reintroduced in Classical Greco-Roman culture (Gabriele 37). The importance of blood
imagery to early Western culture is evidenced in many forms; in the Euripides Greek
tragedy The Bacchae (405BC), wherein Agave kills her own son in a Dionysian frenzy,
mistaking him for a lion (seemingly reminiscent of Hermann Nitsch performance works),
!
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or in the magical theories of blood being able to bring the dead back to life, and perhaps
most importantly, in the belief that cognitive processes were controlled by the heart and
blood—rather than the modern association with the brain. Of course there is also the
mainstay symbolism of bloodshed in both war and in menstruation/childbirth, two
constants that are familiar to humankind regardless of time period or geographic location.
These two differing approaches to the symbolism of blood are really two sides of one
coin that very succinctly sum up the potentials of blood as imagery—a literal matter of
life and death, a flowing juncture, hinging one between binary states of being.
One of the strongest and earliest cultural associations of bloody performance art
can be found in the history of the Mayan civilization. However stereotyped and distorted
the connotation has become, most have at least a cursory awareness of the blood-letting
and sacrificial ceremonies of the Maya. In this context, the spilling of blood has been
linked to good fortune, propitious harvests, and renewal of life—a “magical substance
needed to appease the gods in the heavens” the donation of which would “ensure the
smooth functioning of the social order on earth” (Bradburne and Clifton 12). Blood came
from the highest authorities, by nobility who bled willingly as an act of devotion, piercing
tongues or penises with large obsidian blades and letting the blood drip onto paper that
would then be burned so that the resulting smoke and vapor would rise into the air and
reach the gods. And, on the contrary, blood was also drawn from unwilling participants.
Prisoners kept by the Maya were often the subject of ritual sacrifices, with enemy
nobility sometimes kept for years and slowly tortured in many intermittent ceremonies.
Visual evidence of this can be seen in the well-known Murals at Bonampak, which depict
!
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prisoners bleeding from the ends of their fingers, presumably from having their
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fingernails removed (Orefici 48).
While the very underpinnings of the Mayan religion were given meaning through
blood performance, they are not unique in their proclivity for blood ritual and the
importance therein. European traditions stemming from Biblical times, and continuing
through the twentieth century are not all that unlike Mayan spiritual custom in regards to
reverence for plasma. Take for instance the blood and body of Christ in Catholic
transubstantiation, pervasive as the ultimate symbol of the sacrifice of Christ, and
therefore of divinity itself. After all, God gave life to man and “the life of the flesh is in
the blood” (Eberhard-Metzger 193). As in Mayan ritual, repetition of the ceremony is
life-affirming and thought to bring prosperity, abundance, fertility, cleansing, renewal,
etc. It is through the consumption of the divine blood, “the blood of sacrifice, the blood
of salvation” (Rubin 89), that one is cleansed. The European historical trajectory of this
can be seen quite easily in ruling class lineage. One’s ‘bloodline’ legitimizes political
power and social prestige. This point is exemplified in the tendency of nobility
throughout history to preserve the bloodlines by marrying close relatives so as to
consolidate political power. Line of descent would be displayed to the public by way of
portraits, family crests, and other various regalia, to further instill their pervasiveness
(Bradburne and Clifton 11). As a perfect political and intellectual counterpoint to this
‘blood rule’ of nobles, the French Revolution (and the prior Scientific Revolution)
challenged the validity of such ascension and introduced many of the thought processes
that would later evolve into the biological and sociological discourse that would dominate
!
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most of the nineteenth century. As strides toward today’s concepts of modern medicine
were being made, the circulation of blood became tied into the field of economics (wars
and revolutions will do this), comparable with the circulation of money (Weber 157,
167). In the 1800s slavery thrived in the United States, a bloody and torturous reality,
entrenched in concepts of race and its (presumed) corresponding blood—literally
economizing flesh-and-blood human beings as goods to be bought and sold. In 1818,
British obstetrician James Blundell performed the first successful blood transfusion, and
Frankenstein’s monster was born with the publication of the Mary Shelley classic novel.
The following year, “the vampire was introduced to polite literary society” (Pelis 176).
And in the mid-1900s the horrors of eugenics were manifested in the Holocaust—born of
political propaganda emphasizing the purity of certain ‘blood’—wherein genes and racial
superiority were essentially used as the justification for mass murder.
In the twentieth century, the medical and biological implications of blood have
been most prominent. Dissected down to the very minute details of biological makeup
and organic function, it is traded as a resource of industrialized commodity; the
worldwide annual trade in donor blood was 18.5 million dollars as of 2001 (Holtorf 28).
With the knowledge of disease transmission in contemporary society, blood is no longer
mystical, magical or redemptive in popular culture. Instead, it is disgusting, unnerving
and shocking. Ironically, a substance that makes up a good portion of the human interior
is nauseating to a good many people. The epidemics of hepatitis, malaria, and HIV/AIDS
have certainly changed public perception about the hemotogenous spread of lifethreatening illness. The ‘identity’ of blood has yet again become a prime consideration,
!
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perceived ‘dirty’ blood, rationalized by the perceived likelihood of illness to that specific
subset of the population. This was seen overtly in the US AIDS epidemic of the 1980s.
Subsequently, the International Human Genome Project began in 1990 with a goal to
decode the genetic material of the human race within 15 years (it was completed in 13).
The project’s findings called into question the scientific validity of race, finding no
genetic basis for the categorization, and breaking down the building blocks that make up
a human being, furthering the shift in public consciousness about the nature of blood in
the body.
At the same time, depictions of blood have become more prevalent in popular
culture and the visual media that the general public is regularly exposed to. In television
and film, documentaries to box-office blockbusters, blood has become a “leitmotif in a
visual culture that uses violence to shock, titillate, and desensitize” (Giroux 217), rarely
stopping to ponder the implications of these representations of violence. A strong
example of imagery intended to provoke a mainstream audience to think about bloody
images in a more critical manner (and to buy clothing), was the early 1990s United
Colors of Benetton advertising campaign. The various ads featured photos with: test
tubes filled with blood, a newborn baby covered in blood and amniotic fluid, condoms in
reference to the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the blood-stained clothing of a soldier killed in
war, AIDS activist David Kirby surrounded by his family on his death bed, and three
human hearts with the labels black, white and yellow placed over them. These images
were displayed in the face of consumers, on billboards and in magazines, with the
!
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In the field of contemporary art, blood as artistic media has been considered
largely within two frameworks: ritualistic and biological. These divisions make perfect
sense when looking at a very surface-level survey of ‘blood’ in terms of Western thought.
Performance art of the 1960s and 1970s that utilized blood as an element of the work
created “newly-fashioned relics” to inform an homage to ritual veneration in a modern
“theater of cruelty” (Baert 99-100). Viennese Actionists, such as Günter Brus, Otto
Müehl, Rudolf Schwarzkogler, and Hermann Nitsch combined symbols of political
destruction with physical violence, often paired with an unabashed use of bodily matter.
A few years prior, Italian conceptual artist Piero Manzoni had already instigated the idea
of using one’s own physical by-products not only as one element or part of the artwork,
but as the art itself. With works such as Artist’s Breath and Artist’s Shit (both 1960s), he
challenged the art world’s consumerism and obsession with permanence by selling cans
of his excrement and balloons that he blew up as commodity. An evolution of Manzoni,
Viennese Actionism work dealt with blood, and while the actionist happenings were
concerned with removing the dividing line between art and life, the performances were
also heavily guided by the iconographical, religious and mystical histories of blood
specifically. Perhaps the most well known of the loosely-grouped artists is Hermann
Nitsch and his controversial Orgiastic Mystery Theater, which comprised about 100
performances from 1962 to 1998. An early work entitled Blood Organ (1962) was
performed with Otto Müehl and Adolf Frohner. It involved the bloody crucifixion and
disembowelment of a dead lamb whose entrails were nailed down and drenched with hot
!
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water (and more blood) over performers. The performers themselves were also tied onto
crosses and blindfolded; they wore white clothing to emphasize the red blood. Many of
Nitsch’s later performances continued in a similar vein, with themes of sacrificial
ceremony and religious symbolism. Sometimes music would be played and performers
would dance together in the blood and guts. Rudolf Schwarzkogler, another artist
working in Vienna at that time, did not perform his bloody works live in front of an
audience, but rather staged them carefully for photographs. A common theme for his
photos was castration, which lead to a rumor (started in a 1972 Time article) that he had
been killed slicing off his own penis during a performance (Hughes); he actually died a
year earlier committing suicide by jumping out of the window of his apartment. And
another main figure in Viennese Actionism, Günter Brus, was jailed for six months
following a performance in 1968 where he and three other artists broke into a lecture hall
at the University of Vienna and whipped themselves, urinated, covered themselves in
excrement and vomited while singing the Austrian national anthem. In his 1970 piece
Breaking Test, he positioned the audience close in proximity and slowly and quietly cut
himself with a razor blade all over various parts of his body, in carefully and strictly
choreographed movements. His Catholic upbringing makes this calm, precise, surgical
ritual seem almost like an act of penance.
Following this avant-garde movement were performing artists Marina Abramovic
and Chris Burden. Both created works in the 1970s dealing with pain and sacrifice—
often using overtly religious imagery. For instance, in one of Burden’s most notable
performances, he was crucified (with actual nails) to a Volkswagen Beetle. And, in one
!
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of Abramovic’s most famous works, she carved a star into her own abdomen and lay on
the ground in the form of a cross. Both are strong examples of artists reconsidering the
implications of religious iconography and symbolism within a modern context.
Blood art was also used in the 1970s in commentary of current world events, such
as Gina Pane’s Unanaestheticized Climb (1971) where she climbed, barefoot, upon a
ladder with rungs studded with sharp metal protrusions, stopping only when she could no
longer endure the pain—a piece the artist said was symbolic of the Vietnam war. Another
striking artwork inspired by more local news was Ana Mendieta’s Untitled (Rape Scene)
in 1973, a performance in which the artist recreated the way in which an actual rape and
murder victim was found a month prior by bending over a table in her apartment, naked
from the waist down with blood smeared down her legs, and invited an audience in by
leaving her front door ajar to find her in this manner. The disturbing images on the
television were making their way into performance art, vicarious actions whose shock
value was “intended to enlighten and in which the artists’ own blood flowed in real
injuries before an audience” (Weiermair 212)—engaging much more directly and
immediately than the distanced news coverage.
After the prominence of performance art had begun to subside in the late 1970s,
blood as artistic media was not again part of the larger art-historical discourse until the
very late 1980s and early 1990s. A few artists working with blood at this time still
addressed themes of ritual within their work, but a new kind of religious movement was
also beginning to inform the setting of this art, the budding dogma of the Internet.

!
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Technological Impressions
Taking place contemporaneous to the creation of these blood artworks was

another anthropological evolution of significance. Inarguably the largest and most
important change in human interaction over the past 30 years has been the immense
growth of the Internet and more recently, social media. With the sweeping saturation of
digital media in human communications, naturally the field of humanities is on the
threshold of a new age.
It would be inappropriate to consider any contemporary art movement, or even a
single work, without analyzing this facet of presentation in conjunction with the
discussion. Studying visual media in the present day requires “a ‘web-minded’
historiography, that is a historiography which pays attention to the role of the web in
present day society” (Brugger 103). Of course, it would be truly insurmountable to
consider every development within this sphere (the sphere being nearly the entire globe at
this point), but this study will focus on a pop-cultural record of the most significant
progressions in virtual data exchange and the major changes in human socialization since
1990. In doing this, the smaller circle of the ‘art world’ can be positioned within the
larger sociological environment.
To begin, a definition of what it means in contemporary society to say ‘social
media’ is necessary to contextualize this study. Since this term is so broadly applied, it
will have a large and encompassing interpretation. Despite ‘social networks’ existing in
physical space in circles outside of the Internet or phone applications, social media and
social networks in this setting will be exclusively platforms that are web-based, unless
!
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otherwise noted. Social media as a whole is the formation of communities wherein people
share information, ideas or opinions, audio and visual media via the format of text
messages or photos and videos. Networks within this media intend for individual users to
construct personal profiles (with various degrees of public access available), compile a
grouping of other individuals to share this information with by developing ‘connections’
and add these users to a list of followers (or friends, depending on the service’s particular
syntax). The information one would include in this personal profile will also vary, but it
will typically consist of a picture, a display name (or handle), and selected demographic
information; for instance, gender identity, relationship status, geographic location,
birthday, education and employment history and any personal interests or hobbies one
wishes to list. While this is the most common format for social media mechanisms,
collaborative media sharing services are also included in the contemporary usage of the
term as well. Tumblr, Flickr, even YouTube, are sites that let users post their media to
share with others in a more one-sided type of data exchange, but still allow for a home
profile page (channel page in the instance of YouTube) and other users can comment and
leave positive or negative feedback on individual media publications. News websites
have followed this model, too, with discussion boards and comment sections below each
article, allowing for readers to create profiles with usernames and display pictures to
leave opinions or debate right on the same page as the editorial or column itself. This
creates a secondary network within a formerly one-sided presentation of data—news
media. Essentially most types of information shared virtually that allow for differing
degrees of user interaction or online networking can be considered under the umbrella of
!
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social media.

16

Beginning with the development of World Wide Web in 1989 by English scientist
Tim Berners-Lee, the realm of communication was forever changed. Berners-Lee wrote
the first web browser computer program in 1990 while employed at CERN in
Switzerland (“Birth”), allowing for the largest leaps in information gathering that
humanity has ever known and steering the Information Age to its current trajectory. In
1990, there were approximately 2.6 million Internet users world-wide, and by 1991 the
World Wide Web went public and America Online for DOS was launched. From about
the mid-1990s onward, the World Wide Web has developed into “the nexus of digital
networked communication in the public domain” (Brugger 102). Home computing and
the use of Internet browsers by ordinary people was initially made possible largely with
the development of Netscape in 1994. The interface was considered much more user
friendly than the typical mosaic browser, as its interface was much more graphical (Gozzi
472), yet another example of the visual power of the Internet and the abilities of strong
visuals to attract and keep an audience captive. In 1995, Geocities launched as Beverly
Hills, giving users the ability to build and host their own web pages free of charge in
‘cities’ based on the content of the page. A chat feature was added in thereafter, and at
the end of 1996, the site was getting over 103 million page views a month
(“Advertising”). This was the first instance of a widely popular, and customizable, web
interface, the roots of the personalized profiles that other sites and services would make
use of later. By June of 1997 Geocities had become the fifth most visited site on the web,
and by 1999 it was the third, behind only AOL and Yahoo. The site remained until late
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2009—after being acquired by Yahoo ten years prior, it had suffered steady losses—but
the impact of millions creating their own pages and creating their own spaces and
communities was going nowhere. ICQ free instant messenger was released in 1996,
before the era of text messages and direct messaging on sites. The same year AOL
changed from charging an hourly rate to monthly subscription service and they bundled
the software with the most popular operating system, Windows. By the following year,
AOL launched their own instant messenger and five years later about half of all US
homes had Internet access through the company, with over 34 million subscribers
(Rothman). In 1996 Ask Jeeves was launched as a way for users to search the web using
plain language, rather than specific indexes, to generate a set of related web links to help
answer the question (pre-Google era). 1997 brought Hotmail to the web and, most
notably, a site called Six Degrees that was a social networking site based on a user’s web
of contacts—they could list friends, family, acquaintances, in succession, whether they
were on the site or not. Contacts external to Six Degrees were invited to join the site and
still would receive regular updates via email even if they did not register. Users on the
site could post bulletins to their connections, send direct messages and see connections to
any other user on the site—just like Facebook later. In 1998 search engine giant Google
first took off and in 1999 Blogger and Livejournal began for those looking to send their
thoughts out to cyberspace. The same year, Napster absolutely blew up with peer-to-peer
file sharing that allowed users to obtain audio MP3 files for free. Although the company
failed with many legal battles with the music industry over copyright infringement, many
copycat services followed. Over 100 million home computers were connected to the
!
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following year Wikipedia, the Internet encyclopedia, launched, a ‘living document’
compilation of references that allows page visitors to edit the encyclopedia entries. It is
still one of the most popular websites on the Internet, and is often the first result of any
Google search. Another notable social media site, Friendster, began in 2002. Like on Six
Degrees, Friendster allowed users to share content and send messages to contacts and
connections, but it was also used for dating, events, discovering new music. Videos could
be shared, comments left, and members had personal profiles and friend networks. 2003
was a huge year for social media development. Friendster had opened the floodgates and
there was no turning back. Photo-sharing site Photobucket and blogging sites Word Press
and Type Pad both came out in 2003. It was also the year that Linkedin, a social network
with an emphasis on business connections, began. Most importantly, social media giant
MySpace started in 2003, and through 2009 it was the largest social networking site in
the world. It was unique in users having personalized URLs, music pages highlighting up
and coming bands and musicians, as well as popularizing online games integrated into
social media. Skype was released the same year, allowing users to chat and place video
calls via webcam. Flickr image hosting launched in 2004, and podcasting took off. The
most significant social media event to date also happened this year—Facebook was
started, but at the time was only available to Harvard students, with high school students
being able to create pages the following year. Facebook dialed back on the trappings of
customization users enjoyed on MySpace. It was a cleaner interface with a minimal blue
and white design; users picked a profile picture and had a scrolling wall homepage where
!
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Myspace, there was no prioritization or tiers of connections—no top 8—just a list of
one’s ‘friends’. It introduced a type of microblogging with ‘the [user] is ___’ box at the
top of the feed where someone using the site would type in what they were doing, feeling,
etc. at that moment. Facebook had photo album options like Photobucket or Flickr, with
room to upload and post hundreds of photos for free (compared to MySpace’s 15). It also
allowed users to tag one another in photos (and later posts), create group pages for
businesses, or ‘poke’ other users as a flirtatious hello. The site was originally organized
around a user’s school, so it built upon external social circles already in place and built
on that as a way for college students to find new friends nearby, or use as a dating site if
they chose to. Essentially, Facebook took elements from each successful branch of social
media and simplified them for users, in much the same way that AOL did a decade
earlier. 2005 saw the launch and rise of YouTube, allowing anyone to easily upload their
own videos and broadcast them publicly, setting off the vlogging era. Microblogging site
Twitter was started in 2006, and Google hit approximately 400 million searches per day.
In 2007, image-based blog site Tumblr was launched, along with Ustream, a live video
streaming service. That same year, the original Apple iPhone came out, putting this entire
world of web quite literally into the hands of the millions in a way that no other device
(despite many other cellphones having the ability to access the Internet) did, or would. By
2009 Facebook had about 350 million users and the term ‘unfriend’ had been added to
the New Oxford American Dictionary. In 2010, Microsoft search engine Bing launched,
as well as Pinterest and photo-sharing social media app Instagram. Instagram was unique
!
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in that it was not a social media website, but a phone application—one needed the app
(and initially a compatible Apple phone able to download it) to create a page and share
photos. Like Twitter before it, Instagram focused on just one specific facet of sharing on
social media and made use of hashtags for users to find content and identify trends.
Twitter had established itself as one of the quickest sources of information by 2011 and
had about 56 million users, including many celebrities who could use it as another form
of promotion and interact with their fans directly. At this point Facebook had reached
approximately 550 million users and Google launched its very own social media
platform, Google+, integrated with its well-established email service Gmail. The same
year, Snapchat was released on the Apple App Store (originally as Picaboo) and
introduced the idea of impermanence to social media. Instead of posting a photo to a wall
that would stay on one’s profile forever (unless deleted manually), the app gave users the
ability to send instant message images and videos that would disappear after a few
seconds. This allowed users to send more personal or candid images without the anxiety
of permanence, communicating quickly and with little trace thereafter. By 2012 there
were more than 1 billion users on Facebook, Twitter had 500 million users, Google+ had
400 million in just one year, Instagram had over 100 million users, and Snapchat users
were sharing approximately 20 million photos per day; the Internet population was at 2.4
billion users and mobile subscriptions were at 6 billion. Snapchat introduced its ‘stories’
feature in 2013, allowing app users to share multiple photos and videos in a continued
post to all of their friends that would be gone after 24 hours. In 2014 Instagram had
reached more than 300 million users. By May of 2015 Snapchat users were sending more
!
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than 2 billion videos per day and by November it was over 6 billion. Instagram hit 600
million users last year, with a 100 million jump in the six months prior, Snapchat had 10
billion daily video views and Facebook was last listed at 1.79 billion active users
(meaning users that have logged in to their accounts within the last 30 days). At this
point, nearly 2 billion people are actively using social media globally. Currently one
quarter of the world’s total population are active users, and in the United States social
media users are three quarters of the US population (Meshi 771). While a huge portion of
the planet is now logging into Facebook regularly, there are many individuals shuffling
through multiple social media applications (even sites and apps not listed here) many
times a day every day.
From the onset of this technology, the very idea of time itself has changed.
Modern society now functions in Internet time, “where trends that once lasted decades
take place within a few years or even months” (Gozzi 471). Internet time is just one facet
of what Professor Lance Strate called cybertime, a complex multidimensional metatime
that also includes ‘real time’ as one dimension (Gozzi 475).
The world wide web – or simply: the web – has become the center of gravity of
the digital networked communicative infrastructure, and in many ways also of our
communicative infrastructure at large since many off-line activities are entangled
in the web such as social, cultural, political, and commercial life. (Brugger 102)
Considering the current symbolism of ‘The Internet’, it can largely be thought of as a
carrier and provider of visual language. It has created its own terms and symbols and has
shaped the ways in which people see, speak, and therefore, how they think. This could
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also be said of the red fluid inside the human body: “the entire culture—from the fine
arts to technology and scientific research—has been shaped by the changing
understanding of what blood is and what it does” (Bradburne and Clifton 7). When the
two concepts are bridged together in a work of art, there are an untold number of possible
readings.
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CHAPTER 4
DEFINING THE SELF IN THE TIME OF THE SELFIE
As much as blood lineage defined status in ruling-class Europe, today one’s

influence is determined by their respective social media following. The number of
subscribers and connections one has exemplifies the consummate ‘who’s who’ in society.
One’s own sense of selfhood could very well be tied into social media behaviors and the
response received. A large part of gaining popularity involves the sharing of visual data
to put oneself on display, either through posting pictures—most often ‘selfies’—or videos
(shot in much the same manner as a selfie). What are the psychological implications of
such behaviors? And how do these sociological changes relate to expressions of art and
visual media utilizing the former index of power, one’s own blood?
Personal Bio: Blood Panels and Online Profiles
It is not very surprising that many earlier performance artists embracing blood in
their work were women. After all, performance art is the art of the physical body and so
much of engendered life is culturally defined by the sexual organs—a major element of
this being the menstrual cycle. Second wave feminism during the 1960s and 70s made a
motto of this sociological discourse—the personal is now political—and called into
question just how much an individual’s physical being should dictate mental and
psychological states or their role in society. The sense of self that people feel often has
strong ties to the tangible physique. As much as Western culture employs a body/mind
dichotomy, viewing the entire physical constitution of a human being as a vessel, or
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temple, which houses the superior brain (considered separately from the rest of the body),
there has been a newfound shift in niches to the idea of “the body as personality”
(Shilling 11). This is a concept that goes back to Ancient Egyptian and Neo-Classical
Greek thought, but can be difficult for a modern audience to accept. A strange display of
this school of thought, one for which there is very little scientific explanation, is the
curious occurrence of some who have had organ transplants feeling ‘different’ and
picking up new habits or personality traits after the surgery, sometimes loosely attributed
to the donor of said organ. Not much research has been done in this area, and it would be
difficult to collect ‘evidence’ to prove a certain change in personality is only due to the
newly-installed organ. Perhaps studying these types of phenomena is made all the more
difficult because the idea of blood and organs constituting part of one’s ‘self’ is seen by
many in our medically-obsessed culture to be largely outmoded and outdated.
Philosopher Immanuel Kant believed that human dignity itself was tied into the embodied
whole of a person—that vital organs, flesh and blood, are bound with the development of
who people are. The capacity of individuals to act at all (and to do so morally, in his
mind) is completely bound by humankind’s physical form. The mind and body are not
separate ideas, they are one whole. He also disagreed with using people as a mere means
to an end, so using human beings as commodity (as in slavery, trafficking), or even body
‘parts’ (as in organ transplants, blood donation), “attacks the very basis of what it is to be
a human being” (Shilling 95). The anthropological idea of the body, according to Bordo
and Udvardy, is also one that sees the corporeal being, as well as its movements, needs,
language, etc. as inextricably physical and sociological. The intrinsic biological
!
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capacities that the body (including the brain) have to meet primary needs is tied into
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culture, as is the social self, so in that way, the body is “never just a biological organism”
(234).
Both the artist using his or her own blood as part of their work and the person
posting a selfie and counting the ‘likes’ are proof that physical embodiment is very much
part of the large concept of ‘self’:
As an immediate presence, the body can counteract the intangible nature of an
increasingly image-saturated world, shocking an audience into reaction or coaxing
[them] into a state of empathy and yet, it can also become a representational tool
that enables a return to the primacy of the image (O’Reilly 46-47).
What spoken and written words (the realm of the mind) are incapable of doing to shock
and express, the configuration of the body (and the parts thereof) in art can accomplish in
the immediacy that current culture understands and expects. Blood in contemporary art is
almost a “secular body relic” (Baert 99) of society obsessed with cosmetics, fitness
regimens, plastic surgery and the physical manifestations of living.
Trending Now: An Exhibition of the Psyche
Where many of the bloodworks created prior to 1990 are interpreted with spiritual
implications, most of the work in the same media post 1990 (and all contemporary
artwork in general) is not. The nineties and early two-thousands have had a fair share of
artists dealing with religious themes and subjects, but their works have been viewed
under the lens of a more scientifically acceptable analysis, psychological in nature. So
when performing artists ‘open’ themselves up, revealing the red viscera inside, it is pain
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that informs the very nature of their being—playing in the space between life and death.
The neurological concept is called proprioception (also known as cenesthesia and tactus
intimus), or the body’s internal sense of itself (Elkins 23). Inflicting pain and shedding
blood are then the means by which one can access another level of understanding the self,
more intimately and immediately. This is not unlike the theory of the bicameral mind,
wherein the personality is formed as a result of traumatic incidents in one’s life. Those
suffering with certain mental illnesses have been known to inflict wounds upon
themselves as a coping mechanism, to feel something otherwise missing. And in today’s
consumer culture the (many times unconscious) obsession with policing bodies and
inflicting punishment to obtain certain standards are all ways in which people define who
they are. Whereas the visual culture of social media unrelentingly scrutinizes the outward
appearance, this media in artwork represents diving inside. Much of the work can seem
like a subversion of body norms, especially taking into account how bizarre and alien the
interior of the human body is to most. Instead of displaying an image of one’s ‘best self’
as prescribed by society, the artist using blood is showcasing that which is considered
repulsive and still asserting it as part of being human, and as a valid visual representation
of the self—a sepia-toned selfie.
Social networking, unsurprisingly, is more closely aligned with the sociological
definition of self and the contemporary meaning of the word identity. Much of this theory
has to do with shaping and forming the self by way of classification into (and out of)
groups. Essentially, the self is defined in relation to the perceived similarities to in-groups
and differences to out-groups. The criteria for which is one’s attitudes, believes, values,
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media networks have capitalized on this sensibility by creating a very concrete ingroup/out-group world and the feedback for how one fits into a group is defined again by
a numerical response: number of friends, likes, retweets, comments or connections.
Social Narcissism and Plasmic Voyeurism
With its widespread popularity, one would have to think that social media doesn’t
just play off of human desires, but fulfills a biological and psychological need. Fitting
into a social group has always served as an evolutionary advantage, in terms of physical
interaction, but humans are interacting in a different manner now, and often the group
communication is secondary to an observable trend of narcissism. It can be argued that
people use social media primarily for two reasons, to connect with others and to manage
the impression one makes on others (Meshi, Tamir and Heekeren 771). The trouble
occurs when the latter reason has far outweighed the former. In physical, face-to-face
(IRL, or in real life) conversations and interactions, engaging in turn-taking, giving
proximal personal space and generally extending goodwill and respect are in both parties’
best interests for effective communication and for minimal fear of a conflict, verbally or
physically. However, online interactions do not extend these same boundaries and users
have limitless opportunity to ignore other’s expressions and instead pay attention only to
the side that they themselves are presenting in any given discussion or in relation to any
event. For instance, in face-to-face conversations, people normally engage in sharing
information about themselves 30% of the time, whereas in online discussions selfdiscourse comprises about 80% of all posts (Meshi, Tamir and Heekeren 779). Likewise,
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art making has always been largely self-referential, but it is difficult to distinguish now
that every user profile created is an exercise in performance art—constructing the setting
and controlling the content and elements therein, to see how the world responds to the
production of the ‘self’ put forth.
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CHAPTER 5!
NETWORK CONNECTIONS !
Beginning in the early 1990s, the artists working in this media, have each

constructed their own online profiles and websites to represent themselves and their
work, despite many of them working as performance artists. It is interesting to see how
the work of artists such as Ron Athey and Franko B has changed over the course of
nearly three decades, and how artists like Marc Quinn have tried to preserve the same
fabrication methods, as nuances in meaning pervade over time. More contemporary
artists are using social media exclusively to publicize their art; even if generally it cannot
realize the material in a meaningful way, it can bring attention to the artist and their work,
a prime concern in the current social media-obsessed culture. In this dissection, much of
the reference material comes directly from the artists themselves. In trying to keep in line
with the theme of online self-representation, it is important to look at how the artists have
spoken about, or promoted, themselves via their own websites, artist statements or
through media interviews published online. !
Like the immaterial media posted online, blood art, especially performance
pieces, pose a problem to consumer culture in that the art either does not produce a
tangible commodity to be shown and traded, or it produces physical pieces that are at best
quite inconvenient to preserve and exhibit. Performance artist Guillermo Gómez-Peña
refers to these kinds of creators as “art criminals” in his essay In Defense of Performance
Art. They create work that makes a mess, makes people uncomfortable and work that has
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a political voice often stemming from social marginalization or pain. In like manner to
social media popularity, this artwork is not typically concerned with promotion in terms
of financial success (although that can be possible in both spaces), but about “how one
can use art to make life possible, to expand our notions of the self, and make the
unbearable bearable” (Doyle). In essence, blood art is a relatable tweet about the agonies
of life, albeit a great deal less viral and hopefully a bit more subversive.!
Ron Athey!
Some of the earliest reintroductions to performance art in the 1990s were the
bloody ‘sermons’ of Ron Athey. Despite rejecting his Pentecostal upbringing by the age
of 15 (Athey), a good deal of Athey’s performances significantly reference religious
imagery, notably the ‘Torture Trilogy’ of works (1991-1997). However, there is one
aspect of Athey’s biography that follows interpretations of his work (or at least popular
media discussions of it) even more closely than his spiritual beginnings: the ‘condition’
of his blood as HIV-positive. This marriage of religious theology with sociopolitical
associations very succinctly represents the transition of artists using blood in performance
well—from the ritualism of the late 1960s and early 1970s to the biological focus of the
1990s. The first performance in the trilogy, Martyrs and Saints (1991-1993), utilized
symbols of sacrifice referenced from Biblical scripture, specifically the section of the
performance called “St. Sebastian”. The performance begins with Athey’s lips sutured
shut, along with two other performers acting as nurses, who violate three other
performers’ bodies with enemas, speculums and genital piercing (“Biography”),
removing the wire in Athey’s lips to set off the initial blood flow down his face. In the
!

!
31
“St. Sebastian” segment of the work, Athey has a kind of crown of thorns implanted into
his head using long medical needles; his hands are tied and arrows are stabbed into the
rest of his body in “a sort of bloodletting performance” (Abraham), exactly as Sebastian
has been depicted throughout Christian iconography and art. According to orthodoxy,
Sebastian was condemned for his Christianity and ordered to be killed by the Roman
emperor Diocletian. Sebastian’s body was found by St. Irene of Rome, who came to bury
him but instead nursed back to health and he survived, in spite of his being impaled with
arrows all over. Here the artist appears to be drawing parallels to the Biblical story of
Saint Sebastian, who, despite a seemingly certain death sentence—left bleeding and
broken as a result of his beliefs—recovers after being nursed him back to health. Athey
has referred to these years, in the period after being diagnosed with HIV, as a “time to
live through,” an experience of “apocalypse,” with “everyone dying rapidly” around him
(Abraham), but he lived through it and was left alone to reconcile why.!
The second performance in the trilogy, Four Scenes from a Harsh Life (19931994) has two quite notable segments of bloodshed. The third act features Athey
inflicting cuts into performer Divinity Fudge’s back, blotting paper onto the cuts to
absorb the blood and then clipping the paper onto a clothes line and sending the
sanguine-stained sheets along the pulley, out over the audience. And the final act of the
performance consists of Ron Athey inserting 16 large hypodermic needles in a geometric
pattern up his arm and then attacking his face with a stiletto-sized needle, severely
bloodying his face. It was the portion of the performance where the viewers were
potentially exposed to blood dripping down onto them that, unsurprisingly, caused quite
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the controversy, but not just for the usual reasons blood would shock an audience—it had
to do with the NEA (National Endowment of the Arts) government grant. Apparently, the
artist had never applied for or even realized that this money was associated with his
performance until after the fact, but Athey did indirectly benefit from about $150 of the
funds via The Walker Center. The very heart of the outrage was based on a quote that had
been erroneously reported, and then reverberated through the press repeatedly (and
changed quite a bit depending on the source), that “buckets of AIDS-tainted blood were
intentionally thrown at the audience” (Athey), essentially causing the artist to be
blacklisted from major art spaces in the United States for over a decade, although he
would continue to perform in Europe.!
By the time the third installation of the trilogy, Deliverance (1995-1997), came
about, toward the middle of the 1990s, when the World Wide Web had begun booming-Geocities had launched, giving any underground or subversive idea the opportunity to be
published to the public, rather than having to go through the vetting of a professional
publication, anyone was free to share their opinions and ideas. And of course, by 1997
nearly half of the United States was online regularly with AOL in their homes. The
doctrine of social media was growing and the cultural addiction to the speed and breadth
of data-exchange was flourishing. In this atmosphere and with this particular
performance, Athey was ready to invalidate and mock all of the symbols present in the
former two works, including the “martyred body of AIDS” (Athey) itself. Three men,
injured and walking with the assistance of crutches, come to be healed but are suspended
on meat hooks and bleeding. They endure a simulation of castration via genital stapling
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Athey, a time when he was spiritually conflicted and struggling with whether to call
himself an atheist (Johnson 106). The ritual symbols of his past work were thus visibly
killed and laid to rest. !
From the early 2000s onward, more technology has been incorporated into the
artist’s performances—for instance in the 2002 piece Joyce, which utilized multi-media
video installation with large video screens accompanying the performers—and themes of
vanity seem more overt. Most recently, the performance Resonate/Obliterate (2008),
which “speaks to the desire to make your body, your self, into something else; to the links
between desire and pain, in which one seems to bring the other” (Doyle). Athey
commented that the visual cues in this performance, the blond wig that he wears and the
glasses he scrapes against his body (and leaves very bloody) “don’t mean anything,” that
this time the needles protruding into his head are “a kind of masquerade to do with my
turning fifty” (Abraham). It is probably easier for him looking back on the works in
hindsight to describe them in this more detached way, especially as a by-product of the
current worldview, but the idea of ritual as an assertion of the self has not changed.
Though initially channeled through religious ceremony, the sense of pain being necessary
for self-exploration and self-expression, of feeling anything at all, has just been
transformed into a more secular, psychological lens. On his own website, in the artist’s
statement posted, Athey comments at length about the need to flesh out one’s internal
mental traumas in a physical way as “a release to the pressure valve,” providing
temporary satiation, where the scars left behind are “marks of identity” (“Biography”).
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He acknowledges the implications of doing this within the vehicle of performance, rather
than in seclusion, saying that the physicality “has to be upped to a hyperreality” in a way
“really honest” and in another way “really manipulative” (Abraham)— a sort of ‘reality
tv’ theater where life’s dramas are enhanced “into a perfectly depicted apocalypse, or at
least a more visual atrocity” (Johnson 100-101). With these philosophies in mind, it
makes all the sense in the world to compare and contextualize the performing artist
within the sphere of the largest ‘performance’ media of contemporary life, the Internet.
As Athey’s career progressed, he did not abandon the blood or the actions of inflicting
wounds, but he did change the way that he presented these images and the way in which
he speaks about them. More cognizant now of the embellishment present in a
performance production and how playing out these visual projections of the ideas inside
one’s own head to an audience can validate a performer’s own sense of self. It does not
sound at all dissimilar to how most people using social media perform their personal
narratives for a viewership of connections and peers.
Franko B!
Much like Ron Athey, performing artist Franko B had a religious mother and
abandoned his Catholic background at a young age, or rather, it left him. He spent a
majority of his childhood in orphanages (Campbell 59) and his performances, even early
on, do not have quite the same degree of spiritual baggage associated with them as
Athey’s. And, like Ron Athey, his live art revolves around the presentation of his
bleeding body to an audience, and his most prominent artwork spanned the 1990s and
early 2000s, just as the Internet and social media were reaching a pinnacle in culture. So,
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it begs the question: why this turn back to performance at this particular moment? And
why present images of blood? No artwork (or art movement) is created in a vacuum and
art “must be both read and accepted as a genuine product of its times” (Keidan), and there
are a tremendous number of influential factors instigating ideas in any one human’s mind
at any given moment. Lois Keidan, the co-founder and Director of the Live Art
Development Agency, which was founded in 1999, believes that the re-emergence of this
type of work is due to the “media overload of the late twentieth century” and a generation
“bored with the atrophy of traditional art forms, saturated with a homogenized
mainstream culture, and hungry to find other media for creative expression and for
engaging with more diverse intellectual and emotional risks” (Keidan). This explanation
touches on the emergence of the oversaturation of images, but in their 2006 article on
Franko B in The Drama Review, Helen Spackman and Dr. Patrick Campbell share a view
that is more in line with the parameters of this study:!
All sorts of reasons, none of them conclusive, might be advanced to explain this
eruption of interest in the traumatized body. Perhaps it is a reaction against the
dephysicalization of experience by technology and the media. In high-tech
multimedia performance, the displacement of the body-its resituation within the
realm of virtual reality-hides the erasure of physical experience. The apparently
utopian ‘technological sublime,’ where nothing and nobody literally matters...
(58)!
As an element of the work, technology is absolutely more prominently on display
throughout Franko B.'s performances than Athey’s. There is an industrial, synthesized
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soundtrack that will often accompany the productions, reminiscent of machinery and the
physical actions are generally understated and very much passive in nature. For instance,
in his first major blood art performance, I’m Not Your Babe (1995-1996), the artist stands
with needles and drainage ports hanging out from the antecubital space of both of his
arms—where blood would typically be drawn out in a physician’s office, or the place
where intravenous drugs may be injected. He stands, naked, painted completely in white,
bleeding and creating two bright red puddles on the stark, white floor, until he cannot
stand any longer and collapses into the pool of blood. Near the end, stage assistants,
dressed in all white, come to collect him. There is absolutely a cold and apathetic nature
to the whole interaction, with the artist existing in a sphere of isolation, separate from the
other bodies around him, whether they belong to the assistants or to the viewers of the
performance. His second work utilizing blood, entitled Mama, I Can’t Sing (1996-2000),
shares the same indifferent relationship between Franko B and the two accompanying
performers who dispense violence across his body as he lays passively on a metal
stretcher. A stark change in the format of his performances is seen in what is perhaps his
best known work, I Miss You (1999-2005). For this piece, Franko walks up and down a
runway with an audience on either side as he bleeds profusely from each arm (in much
the same manner as in I’m Not Your Babe) onto a white, fabric, catwalk. Again, he is
painted monochromatically in white and again naked, with nothing to break up the
uniformity except the gushing of red fluids, emphasizing the power of the bloody image.
In this performance, the act of acquiring the physical injuries is unseen by spectators and
occurs before the artist steps out into view. It is the presence of the wounds, rather than
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format typically reserved for fashion presentations, he is valuing the projection of the
bleeding figure, as an image in vogue, parading up and down the catwalk as if there is no
pain at all, until he collapses. In his own artist’s statement, he says that his work is about
“me and my worth as a human being in today’s society” and that he strives to “to use the
body in a way that does not take away its dignity…[working] to create a language that
touches on the things that show us we are not alone. We are all bleeding inside” (“Centre
of Attention”). This concern with the communal, despite the tone of loneliness present in
the work, fits in quite well in the environment of being on the cusp of the new
millennium—people were perhaps more isolated in their interactions than ever before,
but still expressing a longing for human connection in those same detached
communications. !
Marc Quinn!
Perhaps one of the best examples of the changing role of blood as a medium in
light of developments in Internet media is Marc Quinn’s Self (1991-present). The work
and its subsequent sequel works are three-dimensional self-portraits of the artist that are
entirely constituted of Quinn’s own blood cast into the shape of his head. Approximately
ten pints of blood (or the amount that is typically found in the human body) were
collected from Quinn over a period of five months and then frozen into a cast of his face
and head, frozen to -70°C, covered with a layer of silicone oil and housed in a
refrigerated Perspex box to forestall further deterioration. The artist has produced a Self
sculpture in the same manner every five years since 1991, “as his appearance changes
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and the work possibly becomes less stable” (Doy 79). It seems an almost obvious notion
of documenting the ever-changing fleeting nature of the self in terms of appearance in
reference to selfie culture today. Even the instability of the materials can be viewed as
relative to the internet and social media’s constant play with permanence versus
impermanence. The sculptures have to be kept at frozen temperatures to keep from
disintegrating, completely dependent on the technology of a constant energy source. On
Quinn’s own website it lends a little insight to the idea of this reliance, as it was “made at
a time when [he] was an alcoholic and a notion of dependency – of things needing to be
plugged in or connected to something to survive – is apparent” (“Artworks”). He has also
said that he found the casting to be “the least interpretative” and “most photographic”
way of doing a portrait (Doy 79). In creating a portrait of just his head, but using material
collected from the rest of the body, Quinn is placing emphasis on the face and valuing the
head as the most important bodily representation of the self. The very media contains
millions of DNA cells, the blueprints of the artist’s entire physical being, but
encapsulated into the form of only one part, unlike Ron Athey and Franko B who
accentuate the use of the entire body through live performance. Their works interact in a
physical capacity with viewers to some degree, where Quinn’s representations exist in a
highly visible, but separate space from spectators--enclosed in display cases--a
presentation of self not unlike the ‘hyperreality’ of theater that Athey described, but a bit
more disengaged. It can be read as a sort of statement about putting one’s physical form
out on display for the world to see, but never truly touching another person in a deeper
manner; one’s mind always has a latent personality and no matter how much others are
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‘let in’ or how well they know someone, there is always an isolated and untouchable self
within. This absolutely draws parallels to how the self is presented to others in Internet
interactions, a highly-controlled version of the self predominantly exhibited through the
image of the self portrait. The first of these sculptures was concocted the same year that
America Online first launched and gave people the framework of a ‘screen name’ with
which to present themselves to the rest of the online world. Of course, Marc Quinn is not
the first artist to create a self-portrait, or even the first to do a series of them; he is also
not the first to use blood in his work. However, the idea of specifically selecting this kind
of corporal medium and then having the image be entirely contingent on the life-support
of technology--and the necessity of interval ‘system updates’ to the artwork every five
years--categorically speaks to the historical setting of the work. !
Phil Hansen!
What about when these blood profiles are portraits of someone else entirely? In
the case of Phil Hansen, a self-taught artist turned YouTube personality turned daytime
television celebrity (per his website, he has appeared on talk shows such as Good
Morning America, CNN, The Rachael Ray Show, CBS Early Show, Dr. Phil, among
others), the likeness of other famous figures is of prime interest. One of the better-known
pieces that he has created, The Value of Blood (2006), is a depiction of the late leader of
North Korea, Kim Jong Il. The image is comprised of 6000 adhesive bandages that have
been painted with about a half liter of the artist’s own blood. The portrait is done in a
pseudo-pointillist style, favored by Hansen, across the absorbent white pads of the
bandages. An important corresponding component of the artwork is the YouTube video
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published to the artist’s official page, just a year after the initial launch of the site and
before it was really burgeoning. The video details both the process of painting the portrait
and the withdrawal of the blood used from Hansen’s arm. While the artist does not
typically delve into the political and symbolic associations that the work may present, the
official statement on his webpage explains that it is the understanding of whole
individuals via “fragments of perceptual memory” and “semiotic tokens collected by
society and recollected by the individual” (“Statement”) that interests him. If these
statements are taken at face value, one could interpret the mingling of his blood with the
image of another person (and someone whose image has been reproduced many times
over and mostly put forth in a tightly controlled manner) as a symbol of how one brings
their own perception to any reading of another person and how that informs how one
becomes acquainted with any other being. It is interesting to think about this sort of
projection of oneself onto others in view of the explosion of social media occurring
congruent to the production of this work. With the self-absorbed shift more and more
people are making in their online interactions, does it make sense to create a portrait of
someone else (especially someone famous who the artists presumably has no personal
relationship with) using bodily matter from within oneself? Is Phil Hansen
acknowledging that his blood is what gives this piece its ‘value’, as a literal reading of
the title would suggest, rather than the political associations brought about by the image
of the ‘Supreme Leader’? It would seem that the ‘value’ of this painting is not even so
much about style over substance, because the style itself is not cutting-edge, and the
historical subject matter does not seem to be the draw either. The value of this piece
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comes about explicitly as a result of the publicity it has garnered, making the choice of
Kim Jong Il all the more droll. After all, he was known as a cult of personality leader,
who greatly valued hero worship and allowed only the most tightly controlled
presentation of himself put forth to the public. It is this winking irony that makes the
painting a bit more subversive than it would seem at first glance. Incredibly, Hansen used
media that an American audience would find very off-putting--bandages, blood and Kim
Jong Il--and made an accessible and very commercial, pop painting.!
It is also interesting to note that Phil Hansen’s website has very visible links at the
top of his website leading to his corresponding Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube
and LinkedIn pages. The artist’s statement on his site addresses this public promotion as
crucial to the work:!
In bringing my work to the public I look to create a public dialog with art,
frequently inviting the audience to contribute in some way, nearly always
breaking apart the artistic process in order to make it connect to a more immediate
reality through video that shows manipulation of the medium from fragments into
a unified whole. (“Statement”)!
He is creating an illusory ‘reality’ that is presented through the videos, and using the
model of online self-promotion, he has been able to make something of a celebrity of
himself, publishing books on his approach and even doing motivational speaking. Much
like any other Internet post, Hansen is putting his work out there on his website and
YouTube page and placing importance on what the reception is—what the comment
section looks like--to perceive the value.
!
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Teresa Margolles!
Where Hansen’s concerns seem to be with connections between identity, celebrity

and public perception, Mexican artist Teresa Margolles’ pieces focus on anonymity. In
addition to being an artist, Margolles is a medical examiner who works in a Mexico City
morgue, a fact that deeply informs her artwork. Using actual human remains alludes to a
kind of modern memento mori, where the inclusion of these traces of life in an artform of
burial represents the “way a violent act shatters human networks” (“Labor” 3). The
nameless, faceless and nearly formless victims draw attention to inhuman relationships in
modern overcrowded societies, specifically set in one of the most densely populated
cities in the entire world. In a 2007 installation piece displayed in The Colección Jumex
entitled Herida (or wound in English), the artist carved out a shallow groove into the
floor (26 feet long, 6 inches wide and 1.5 inches deep) and filled it with the blood (and
traces of other bodily fluids) of murder victims. The artist has stated that she wanted the
blood to form a scab in the ground over the course of the exhibition, and allude to the
violence and marginalization existing in the area surrounding the museum (“Labor” 25).
She is continually concerned with the social context of unrest, but presents physically
assertive evidence of disturbing violence in an unusually quiet, calm, minimalist way so
that the subject matter may not be completely apparent to a viewer until they have been
lured in by the serenity of the forms she uses to encapsulate the gore. Margolles has fused
the bloody matter with the very foundation of the museum, and thus made these victims
part of an institution of high regard and intended for audiences of greater wealth and
societal standing, forcing a comfortable viewer to comfort this harsh reality and creating
!
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a relic of the poor deceased. This type of work is jarring and in a grotesque way,
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activating, as modern viewers become more desensitized to the bombardment of violent
imagery in media (the Dnepropetrovsk Maniacs’ snuff videos were leaked online the very
same year this artwork was exhibited). The installation of this ‘wound’ forces a viewer to
confront the tactile remains of human victims, acknowledging the reality of their death
and not at the convenient distance that the news one views on a computer screen
provides.
Pete Doherty!
Even indie rockstars are not above using blood as artistic media to bring attention
to their work. Beginning in 2007, during a hiatus from his band The Libertines, and an
arena tour with his other band, Babyshambles, musician Pete Doherty began exhibiting
paintings that he had constructed of his own blood and making use of needles for
application of the pigment. The works were first exhibited at The Bankrobber Gallery in
London with his Art of the Albion show, and then in Paris at the Gallerie Chappe and
consisted of 14 works done in a kind of primitivist style, relative to the journal entries
which he had published in the format of a book the same year. Despite the negative
reception of the work (“Art Exhibition”), Doherty exhibited a second show of the same
type of work in 2012 called On Blood at The Cob Gallery in London. According to the
gallery press release and catalog for the show, “Blood offers a rich motif evoking the
series of dualities that underlie his paintings...piercing his own flesh, Doherty is able to
momentarily transgress the boundaries between internal subjectivity and the outer
physical self; he presents us with the ultimate self-portrait” (Birk 2). Doherty’s diary-like
!
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paintings could certainly be seen in terms of self-reflection, but perhaps in the same way
that one’s tweets or Tumblr blog posts are a reflection of self—highly controlled, at times
contrived and often restricted to the personality traits and tone that are already known and
expected by one’s followers. With Doherty’s blood paintings, the one-dimensional image
that the public has stereotyped him to--the drug-addled rocker--is not challenged by the
artwork, and the paintings read like a concise Tweet, whittled down to the concentrated
essence of an idea. The exhibition functions almost like, an advertisement of the self,
rather than a portrait and the use of blood as a medium feels accessory to the exposition.!
Vanessa Tiegs!
If Doherty’s paintings were promoted as self-portraits detailing his everyday
realities, then the next category of art could perhaps be considered just a bit more
personal, especially given the group of artists’ lack of notoriety by comparison. Vanessa
Tiegs is not the first painter to make use of her own menstrual blood in her work, but she
is credited with coining the term Menstrala for this type of work (Weller). The name
comes from a series of 88 paintings that the artist created over a period of 3 years (20092012) as a kind of journal of her menstrual cycle and the feelings of renewal that she
associates with the bleeding: !
I felt that using the menstrual blood itself as the medium was entirely expressive
of myself, of my mood, of my sexuality, of my womanhood, my understanding of
the world and how I feel within. (“CKUT Montreal”)!
She says that each painting has a different mood because they were created at different
times and represent the range of emotions women have with these cycles, subverting the
!

!
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arguably not all that emotionally-erratic, as her style is highly controlled, resembling
calligraphy or musical notes. When speaking of the cultural context of her work, it
becomes clear as to why these images take a cleaned up and tightly contained approach,
as the artist explains that, in her view, positive images of menstruation do not exist in
current culture (“CKUT Montreal”) and she is seemingly working to create something
that is classically elegant and ‘pretty’ in her paintings. The artwork does not take on the
grandiosity of a master painting on view at a leading museum, but that actually lends to
the charm and meaning of the work, which evokes a style usually attributed to craft. This
is not by accident; Tieg’s says that she enjoys taking the time out during menstruation to
relax, reflect and embrace her creative energy, something she finds difficult “in this
society that we live in where we’re always driven and everything is fast-paced” (“CKUT
Montreal”). She is turning to something more quiet and rhythmic, the perpetual cycles
within her own body, to paint with her own bodily fluids in the comfort of her own home,
as a means of understanding the self. Indeed, even within the domestic sphere, many
women are conditioned to hide the traces of the menstrual cycle within their own home-pretend that it is not occurring when it is and taught that it is a disgusting and shameful
process. It is almost ironic when one thinks about just how much ‘personal’ information
is shared over social media; users are allowed to post “all kinds of blood except one
kind...menstrual blood. That is invisible” (“CKUT Montreal”). It brings to mind the
publicized instance in 2015 when a photo of artist and poet Rupi Kaur lying in bed with a
red blood stain on the back of her pants was removed by Instagram (on two occasions)
!
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for violating their posting policies, while much more violent images of bloodshed are left
on the site undisturbed (Saul). There are quite a few lesser-known female artists working
within the Menstrala movement that have taken note of that same invisibility and are
using social media as a tool of making this fluid visible.
Jennifer Weigel
In a similar manner, and citing the same concerns with the hidden nature of
menstrual blood as motivation, Jennifer Weigel also documents her own cycle of
shedding in her artwork. In a series of monoprints first started in January 2005, but
continuing with each progressive cycle, she depicted the shedding of her unadorned
blood by pressing her vagina to watercolor paper first thing in the morning each day of
her menstrual cycle. The ongoing nature of the project relates back to Marc Quinn’s Self
series, only Weigel does not impose a shape on the blood after pressing it to the paper--it
is like a stain on clothing, but elevated to convey “a sense of relic” and “assertion
of...being” (Cross). Like Quinn, she is interested in exploring the passage of time in her
pieces, but Weigel does not preserve the blood in her prints, instead she embraces the
effects of time on the organic matter. The artwork itself is visually straightforward, as are
the artist’s assertions about it’s meaning: “We need to learn to celebrate ourselves and
our bodies, not hide from them” (Weigel, Finley). And she does not conceal the pieces,
sharing them on her own website (www.jenniferweigelart.com) and as a blog contributor
(lifebloodexhibit.blogspot.com). Through social media and the Internet these artists, who
are not represented by large galleries and have not attended prestigious art schools, are
quite easy to locate by anyone remotely interested in the use of blood in art. !
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Jen Lewis!
Another artist working within the Menstrala movement is Jen Lewis, who, along

with her male partner Rob Lewis, photographs her menstrual blood as it is dumped out of
a Diva Cup and into a toilet (later, an aquarium). Perhaps this can be seen just as the
inevitable propulsion of Instagram (launched 2010) or Snapchat (2011) and the
willingness to share images of the most ordinary and mundane parts of life, elevating
anything from a photo of someone’s outfit to a picture of someone’s dinner. She started
the Beauty in Blood series in 2012, and has a corresponding website to host the images
and her statement on making them. Lewis says that while sometimes the blood is poured
more ‘naturally’ i.e. unintentional and quickly dumped, other times she will carefully
execute the dispersal to achieve a certain look in the photos, such as changing the pouring
height and the motion of the pouring (“Process”). Again, this comes back to the same
idea of ‘hyper-reality’ and creating depictions that are embellished versions of ‘real life’
events. Her Menstrala artwork is different than Tiegs and Weigel in that the actual fluid is
not a physical part of the finished presentation, and some of the photographs also make
use of ‘filters’ of color that change the red blood to blue and green liquid, so that it
requires explanation for a viewer to even realize that they are looking at blood. The
photos are taken with a macro lens and cropped very close, so there is no visible
setting—no trace of the toilet remains in the final image—the focus is just on the
abstracted suspension of fluids. The selective editing, zooming, cropping, filtering and
the documenting of ephemeral subject matter that is typically “quickly flushed away”
(Frank) is like an Instagram or Snapchat photo post, capturing something that is a
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relatively common occurrence, but amplifying it in a way that it becomes grander, more
palatable, beautiful and desirable. Lewis actually has an Instagram page
(https://www.instagram.com/beautyinbloodus/) where she shares the photos, and they are
at ease in the environment.
Sarah Levy!
Unlike the political portrait discussed earlier by Phil Hansen, Sarah Levy’s bloody
portrait of Donald Trump, Whatever (2015), as well as the artist’s explanation of its
symbolic associations, does not shy away from social commentary. The media in this
case is actually a direct reference to the political critique that she is making on the person
in the painting. "I heard the comments he made to Megyn Kelly and I was outraged that
he was basically using women's periods not just to avoid a political question but also to
insult her and all women's intelligence" (Roth). Although not mentioned by Levy, it is
crucial to note that this commentary was made by Donald Trump on his own Twitter
thereafter—not during the televised debate—and addressed by the artist originally
sharing a photo of her painting on her Facebook page. This is the quintessential example
of social media as the current cornerstone of expression, from the heights of political
power (Trump, now President, has not halted his Twitter outbursts) and the aesthetic
response of objection. On the arstist’s own website, she says that she is concerned with
“what art can do to help further the movements and struggles of today” (“About”) and
lists the image and corresponding media materials having to do with this portrait under
the sub-heading #BloodyTrump, which is not the actual title of the piece, but it definitely
helps for purposes of exposure.
!
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She admits that the charged media of blood, menstrual blood specifically, was not

only inspired by Trump’s Tweet, but by other Tweets she had seen on social media with
the hashtag #periodsarenotaninsult, in reaction to his comments (Levy). She is also
candid about the fact that social media is the reason her painting was able to get so much
attention:!
This has proven to me that, especially in today's click-bait culture, art can pry its
way into the media spotlight—which, if seized, has the potential to start a
conversation and say things that need to be said. (Levy)!
Perhaps the painting will never be considered a curatorial gem, but that is not the point.
By harnessing the very tools that were used by Trump, Levy was able to critique the then
candidate in front of a much larger audience, and that is entirely the point of
contemporary social media: !
I think that just sort of by chance my piece was able to force the conversation onto
a bigger audience, which was part of its power. For the most part, people who are
grossed out by menstruation aren’t going to seek out artists who are using their
own blood as medium, but because this was a portrait of and commentary on
Trump, it was able to force itself into a broader media realm and so force people
to think about menstruation who would have avoided it otherwise. (“Red Wedge”)!
Also, of note, ten years after the bloody bandage portrait of Kim Jong Il, Phil Hansen has
since created his own portrait of Donald Trump last year, made up of thousands of strips
of raw bacon—which of course, has an entirely different set of symbolic associations. In
both instances though, the artists used the online platform where they had the most
!
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influence (for Levy Facebook, for Hansen YouTube) to present these works and instigate
attention.!
Jordan Eagles!
And finally, in a pseudo-evolution of Marc Quinn’s Self, and produced nearly a
quarter-century afterward, is Jordan Eagles’ Blood Mirror (2015-16). The work is a
seven-foot-tall UV resin box filled with the preserved blood of 59 gay, bisexual and
transgender men. Eagles has been vocal about the symbolism behind the selection of
these particular blood donations as a confrontation to the FDA’s discriminatory blood
donation policy (“Jordan Eagles, About”). Like Levy, Eagles also has his work listed on
his website with the inclusion of a hashtag in the url, #bloodmirror, and like Jen Lewis,
he shares his bloody images on an Instagram page
(https://www.instagram.com/eaglesjordan/). In much the same manner as Phil Hansen did
with his Kim Jong Il portrait, Eagles also documented the collection of the blood and the
process of constructing the sculpture in videos which have been posted to his Instagram
page and website as another component of the work.
The physical form of the sculpture is like a modern monolith, taking the shape of
a sleek tombstone or an electronic tablet, but circulating with blood like the human body
itself. In!a!statement!to!The$Huffington$Post,!Eagles!said!that!he!wanted!to!“create a
sculpture that would become a time capsule, documenting this moment in time, while
showing that this blood could have been used to save lives” (Nichols) thus the form of a
vertical marker makes perfect sense. It is also the format taken by contemporary handheld devices: phones and tablets used by billions to connect to the rest of the world. It is
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notable that social media usage has skewed into an inward communication with the self,
more than with others, so that when one picks up one of these devices they are saying
more to themselves about themselves than they are receiving someone else’s messages.
This slant is evident in the rise of the selfie as the most popular type of image to share as
well. Eagles’ sculpture is a reflective, mirrored surface!“in which viewers can see
themselves reflected in a pane of crimson” (Hinzmann), perhaps because that may be the
most effective way to communicate with a modern viewer. Instead of creating a selfportrait, or portraits of the blood donors, the artist puts forth a portrait of whoever
happens to be looking at the artwork. !

!

!

52
CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
From the early 1990s on, there have been a number of diverse artworks created

with blood as the primary centerpiece. A few are known in academia and quite a few
more, given the changing function of images with the saturation of social media, exist
outside of art-historical scholarship. Contemporary art as a whole is always changing, and
the divide between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art is again being called into question, even in cases
of the most physical, tangible and organics materials.
There are certainly many more creators that have used blood for art in this
recent timespan. Perhaps further analysis on this topic would undertake in a serious
manner a look at even lesser-known artists working in this media—specifically those
using social media platforms exclusively, such as Instagram photographers. Now that this
platform has been extended it can only be expanded, as the role of social media is
constantly and exponentially transforming.
In less than three decades, blood art has become a ‘viral’ image to share online. It
still carries the strong and compelling associations with identity, but the ways by which
that symbolic baggage of the ‘self’ are created, presented and perceived have all been
changed by the major shift in the cultural paradigm.
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