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Dorit Cypis: X-Rayed, (altered)

The female body, wholly unclothed or demurely draped
with form revealing garments, is a standard theme in
Western art. Languid odalesques, demure virgins, coy
nymphs, women undressing, women at their baths,
sleeping women in strategically disheveled bed clothes,
all populate the great masterpieces of our museums
with such frequency that we have become almost blind
to the subliminal messages they transmit. What does it
mean to be raised female in a culture in which the
ideal of femininity as portrayed in art (and, by means of
the trickle down effect, movies, advertising, television,
and the other organs of popular culture) stresses
availability, passivity, and desire to please? What does
it mean to inhabit a body which is defined and judged

by those who look at it rather than those who possess
it? Can one take the body back? What would it mean
for a woman in our culture to repossess her body?

These are the kinds of questions that underlie Dorit
Cypis' X-Rayed, (altered). This installation is part of an
ongoing series of investigations which originated in
Cypis' own apparently contradictory experiences as a
woman in a culture that views the female body as an
object of male desire and as an artist whose traditional
role has been to facilitate that process. Thus, in an
earlier performance entitled The Artist and Her Model,
Cypis attempted to undermine the traditional
relationship between creative, self conscious artist and
passive malleable model who traditionally serves as an
empty slate for the (male) artist's and viewer's




from Threshold in Musical Time, 1989

fantasies. This performance which incorporated slides,
music, and an actual nude model prompted the
audience to examine its own reactions to the presence
of a naked woman and asked the question: can a
naked woman really be in possession of herself while
being looked at?

With X-Rayed, which followed this work, Cypis
attempted to answer that question. Using 8 slide
projectors, she bathed viewers and exhibition space
with images from art history, and textbooks and
photographs taken by the artist of a little girl and of a
nude woman. The latter was portrayed touching her
body, not in order to display it to an unknown viewer,
but to reconnect with her own physical being.

X-Rayed was originally installed at the Whitney Museum
in New York in winter of 1988 and the work’s
subsequent history demonstrates just how troublesome
the issues Cypis raises can be. Following the Whitney
installation, Cypis received a letter from the lawyer of a
woman who had posed nude for the photographs
included in the piece. Despite the fact that the model
had worked with Cypis in full knowledge of the nature
and destination of the work, the letter demanded that
Cypis desist from any further use of the images. In the
ensuing legal battle, Cypis found herself placed in a
peculiar position - in the process of creating an art
work intended to examine and undermine the
exploitative use of the female body in art, she found
herself accused of just such exploitation.

Following this incident, Cypis began to re-examine her
own role in her work and as part of her soul searching,
she reshot the images in X-Rayed, this time employing
herself as model. This is the version of the piece on
display here.

In literally putting herself in the other woman'’s place,
Cypis discovered that the social conditioning she was
fighting was not easy to erase. Writing about the
experience of placing herself in the role of the nude
model, she noted, *As was evoked by the original
images, where the subject seemed actively in
possession of her body, in these new images | felt
actively in possession of my own body. This
knowledge, however, did not protect me from being
overwhelmed by a deep sense of shame, guilt and
repulsion on first viewing them. The double dilemma of
suffering the shame, while simultaneously knowing that
in so doing, | was colluding with these social forces
which have socialized me into that feeling, personified
the irony of my struggle. It was not the me in those
images but the me projecting onto them as viewer,
which was threatened.*’!

In Cypis’ work to be female is to exist in a world in
which forces as diverse as child rearing practices,
popular entertainment, *high* art and conventional
gender roles all conspire to separate her from an
awareness of and enjoyment of her body. In our
culture, John Berger points out, *"Men act and women
appear. Men look at women. Women watch
themselves being looked at.*?

The hopeful message of Cypis’ work is that woman
need not be a prisoner of her social conditioning. By
refusing to acquiesce in our culture's ubiquitous sexual
stereotypes and by assuming an active relationship
with her own body, she suggests it is possible to
discover a pleasure in the body which is neither
exploitative nor depersonalizing.

As her experience with X-Rayed demonstrates, however,
the search for self awareness has hidden costs. To
confront a received identity and to attempt to fashion a
new one in its place can be a painful operation. The
subliminal messages of our culture, the feelings of
shame and quilt that enjoyment of one's body
engenders, the difficulty in accepting the fact that the
body we inhabit is actually ours to use and enjoy, are
myriad. Self acceptance, Cypis points out, is a project
which is never really complete. Instead, it is in the




ongoing process through which we must constantly re-
negotiate our sense of self. In grappling with issues
like those raised here, Cypis holds out that hope that
we may come to a better realization of what it really
means to be human.

Eleanor Heartney
November, 1989

NOTES

1. Dorit Cypis, notes to X-Rayed, (altered) performed at
Intermedia Arts Gallery, Minneapolis, MN, April 8-22,
1989.

2. John Berger, Ways of Seeing, (Penguin Books,
London), 1985, P. 47.

X-Rayed, (altered) by Dorit Cypis

Components
Multiple slide projectors, slides, theater curtain,

projector stands, plaster casts, props, and audiotape.
Conceived, photographed and directed by Dorit Cypis.

Photographs of the *Woman's Body" by Lyn Hambrick
replicating original photographs by Dorit Cypis.

*The Woman,"* Dorit Cypis

*The Child," Anika Habermas-Scher

Sound Composition: James Harry

Taped Vocals: Dorit Cypis, Marilyn Habermas-Scher
Projection Dissolve Programming: Russell Manning
Productions, Minneapolis

Revolving Tower Engineering: Thomas Briggs

Technical equipment and support for X-Rayed,
(altered) was made available through Russell Manning
Productions, Minneapolis and Boitnott Visual
Communications Corporation, Richmond. Additional
support provided by The Radisson Hotel, Richmond.
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