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THE VULNERABLE ARTICULATE: JAMES GILLINGHAM, 

AIMEE MULLINS, AND MATTHEW BARNEY 1 

Prosthetics, Aesthetics, Erotics 

This essay circles around a particular question: what kinds of erotic fantasies are 

being played out across medical, commercial, and avant-garde images of the body 

of the female amputee in Western visual culture? In attending to this question, 

my aim is to consider how and why these images articulate the subject ef prosthesis 

in academic discourse with regards to what Vivian Sobchack has called "a tropo

logical currency for describing a vague and shifting constellation of relationships 

between bodies , technologies, and subjectivities." 2 Although these images that 

point toward the confluence of prosthetics, esthetics , and erotics are often prob

lematic in the extreme and the arguments that fasten themselves to and emanate 

from them are similarly somewhat awkward, it is my hope that asking this ques

tion will make certain previously unthinkable possibilities available. 

Flirting with Technofetishism 3 

I have of late been flirting with technofetishism . By technofetishism, I refer simply 

to that well-known and widespread series of cultural practices acted out by aca

demics, writers, artists, and others who fetishize technology in their writings and 

art making-both within the confines of their intellectual communities and in 

everyday life. From the start, I'm happy to acknowledge that technofetishism is a 

practice of a "perverse" kind. 4 Fetishes always are in the West, seeing as how, since 

at least the late nineteenth-century's epistemological explosion of perversions the 
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presence of fetishistic practices and objects marks the distinction between the 

"normal" and the "abnormal," the normative and the pathological, the well hinged 

and the unhinged, the "straight" and the "perverse." We will remember that for 

Michel Foucault in volume I of The History of Sexuality, fetishism was the "mas

ter perversion ."5 

This essay is well disposed toward perverse, fetishistic practices and objects 

in general. But it is wary of the notion of technofetishism, a pernicious notion 

whose cause for concern is its dangerously implicit metaphorical opportunism. 

Which is to say that philosophers of technology are prone to take advantage of 

metaphorical opportunities that are made available by thinking and writing about 

technology and about the technologization of being. They tend to indulge in a 

metaphorical poetics of technologization at the expense of the more mundane 

reality of material lives that are lived through technology and the body as it is ex

perienced through the technology that it must employ-to the extent, for instance, 

that the figure of the disabled body has for them become a living, shining em
bodiment of posthuman existence in prosthetic times .6 Even so, perhaps because 

of this, this essay must become intimate with technofetishism to gauge its impact 

on the constellation of bodies, technologies, and subjectivities-without ever 

losing sight of its potential dangers or my complicity with it. 

Maintaining this fraught dialectic-between material and metaphorical, 

literal and figural, flesh and poetics-is the most productive way of engaging with 

the central concerns of this essay, the "constellation ... of bodies, technologies, 

and subjectivities" in all of their real and phantasmatic, grounded and ungrounded 

possibilities. Maintaining this dialectic becomes so pressing because it is only in 

attending to the literal, material, and fleshy nature of things and by flirting with 

technofetishism as a practice that involves an estheticization, a poeticization, and 

a metaphorization of "the prosthetic" -as what Sobchack calls an "unfleshed" 

out catchword-that one can make use of such possibilities without becoming 

unduly sympathetic towards the very things one admonishes. 

To this end, the following speculations are staged in three parts. Part I con

siders the role that "passing" plays in the discourse of prosthesis and the way that 

the challenge that the amputee faces in trying to "pass" for something that they 

are not turns on questions of visibility and invisibility. To demonstrate this, I draw 
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on photographs from the early twentieth century that both follow a precedent set 

in medical imagery in the nineteenth century and, in pursuing commercial ends 

offer us ways to take in the intermittent oscillation between the visible and the 

invisible that engenders a fetishistic eroticization of the female amputees repre

sented in the images. Part 2 deals with recent commercial fashion photographs 

of the American double amputee Aimee Mullins and with the press and media 

celebration around these images. It points out how her "becoming visible" as an 

eroticized Cyborgian sex kitten, while significant for the public presence of differ

ently abled bodies in our visual culture takes place at the expense of her identity 

as an amputee, in fact requires the very negation of her figural condition as an 

amputee. Part 3 focuses on Aimee Mullins in a more recent fine-art context-the 

final episode of American artist-filmmaker Matthew Barney's five-part Cremaster 

cycle-to consider how she is drawn on here to both reaffirm the mechanisms 

and the fantasies of technofetishism and at the same time to offer some other 

nicely surprising possibilities. 

Overall, then, I look to account for how these three historically distinct yet 

conceptually linked visual renderings of the confluences of bodies, technologies , 

and subjectivities as they are spun through the prism of prosthetics, esthetics, and 

erotics makes it possible for us to begin to articulate something neglected and thus 

worthy of note in the etymology of perversion. This is to say that an etymology 

of perversion makes it possible to acknowledge, open up, and seek to separate the 

more obvious perverse practices of technofetishism as practices of an erotic kind 

from a far more fascinating thread of the genealogy of perversion (that is already 

apparent in Havelock Eilis's sexology, Max Nordau's studies in degeneration, and 

Sigmund Freud's psychoanalysis) in which the matter of sexuality is but one part 

of perversion's desire to in fact mimic a "turning away" from such sexuality.7 

The reason to insist upon the prospect of this separation-between the 

feat of perverting itself and perversions of a sexual kind-is founded on the need 

to preserve the promise of the former and to be wary of the sleight of hand of the 

latter (that is, to be wary of perversion's fetishizing in general, its fetishizing of 

technology in particular, its technofetishism, its ability to make things disappear, 

its imperative to loss). To put it another way, my endeavor here is to trace and rub 

up against the points of articulation between fetishistic practices, fetishistic objects, 
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and perversion itself. To do so is to question some of the ways that-following 

the three primary models of fetishism, the anthropological, the Marxian, and the 

Freudian-the matter of fetishism and its supplementary nature turn on or hint 

at a disavowal, a displacement, a replacement of or a compen sation for something 

else, a substitute or surrogate for other things, now lost, that are magical , mysterious, 

horrific. So although I am deeply suspicious of fetishism's role in the pattern

ing of human sexuality and subjectivity, what interests me is the prospect of the 

perverting (but nonsexualizing) thread of the etymology of this genealogy of per

version in which it becomes possible to begin to understand the implications 

of how (as Emily Apter has put it so succinctly) fetishism necessitates "inanimate 

or non-human objects, [and] living part[s] of the body [that are] treated as dead or 

partial objects substituted for the whole" and how "these inanimate , non-human, 

or partial objects are surinvested [or overvalued] to the exclusion of all other tar

gets of desire." [emphasis mine] 8 To put it more simply, what fascinates me is a de

cision to "turn away" from perverse and fetishistic practices as being exclusively 

sexual and to turn toward fetishistic objects (including the possibility of animated 

and animating objects as replacing our phantasmatic desire for the human body as 

a totalized union and instead lead us into a malignant , which is to say enduring 

investment in things _ that are not wholly human . For Apter , following Jacques 

Lacan , a body is thus "composed of prosthetic parts .. . rather than [being] at 

risk of .. . loss." 

I believe, then , that certain discourses on prosthesis have something provoca

tive to tell us about the nature of fetishistic practices and fetishistic objects-es

pecially given the supplementary nature of these fetishistic objects, that, for Freud 

at any rate, are only ever body parts or inanimate objects substituted inappropri

ately for the sexual object proper, ultimately taking its place and thereby encour

aging us further to abandon this so called "proper" sexual aim. Since this is in 

essence the definition of perversion, so by extension the discourse on prosthesis 

also has the chance to tell us something unexpected about perversion-the very 

pathology that spawns fetishistic practices . For me, something in the material and 

metaphorical articulations of the body and its prosthetic technologies is mirrored 

in the historical, theoretical, and morphological structures that we see unfolding 

in questions of fetishism and perversion and, as a consequence, questions of the 

emergence of sexuality and eroticism. 
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Part 1. Passing: Commercial Photography and "Evidence of a New 

Invisibility" 

I really cannot tell you what my friends thought of your work, I believe there 

was only one word and that was "marvellous," and when I had the leg on and began to 

walk about, I don't think they fully realised it was me, after walking with a crutch 

all these years. 

I must tell you I had a good deal ef practice while at home, I had a mile walk 

two days after I left you and I did not feel any inconvenience after and on Sunday I had 

the leg on nearly all day, and I only had the backache a little. [emphasis mine) 

This letter dated July 19, 1907, is one of a number of such patient testimonies that 

can be found in the Osteogenesis Collection at the Science Museum, London. It 

is attached to an archive of photographs of products that were manufactured by 

James Gillingham of Chard, a maker of artificia l limbs since around I 866. These 

testimonies and images draw attention to the fact that at the heart of the modern 

discourse of prosthesis is the realization that the joining together of bodies and 

machines is not just a manufacturing process or even just an art and a craft. An 

ethic is in play here that seeks to answer a challenge of presentation and utility

how an item of prosthetic technology is fashioned industrially and also how this 

piece of machinery is experienced too . At stake, then, is how a particular pros

thesis is sculpted and utilized, how it looks and how it works, and how its esthetic 

success and its practical success affect the ontology of its wearer-the body's ex

perience of itself. These are matters of esthetics, ergonomics, and sentience. 

Most interesting for my purposes is the quality of invisibility that circles 

around the presence of the prosthesis in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. As the patient says, when they put on their leg and began to walk about, they 

didn't think their friends fully realized who they were. Like an uncanny inversion of the 

phenomenon of the spectral phantom limb, which is experienced by many am

putees, here the identity of the patient has been disguised by the prosthetic de

vice and at the same time has transformed the patient into someone else by its 

material existence. This is a perfect instance of the history of the development of 

prosthetic technology as it stands and falls on its ability to play hide-and-seek with 

the truth. This is simultaneously a humanitarian success story and a story of 
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inevitable failure. One story is about curative therapeutics, a pragmatic episteme 

of how medicine and technology come together with a shared compassion for 

the integrity of the human being to begin a process of reparation to turn the dis

abled into the able-bodied. Another story is about an ever more frantic effort to 

seek to conceal missing body parts, loss itself, by replacing them with artificial 

substitutes or surrogates , to replicate or imitate that lost object-an irreconcilable 

quest to make the human body whole again, a will to verisimilitude that in the 

end simply draws attention to its own inability to approximate the real.9 

In this patient testimony, then, success and failure turn on the edge be

tween invisibility and visibility. Success is gauged in terms of invisibility-in terms 

of not being able to see the prosthetic device or its consequences. Given this, it is 

ironic that the success story of prosthesis is legitimated by its adherence to the 

truth of reparation when it is in fact determined by hiding the truth, making in

visible the body's "disability" and the very thing that makes it "able-bodied" again. 

This sleight of hand allows prosthetic wearers to carry out a so-called normal life 

while they are safe in the knowledge that the rest of the world is unaware of their 

disability. But of course, the point is that as effective as evidence of this new in

visibility might be in principle and from a distance, much like aesthetic surgery, so 

it is for prosthetic technology . In practice our eyes can be deceiving. Once you 

get closer, intimate, there is always a small scar tucked away behind the ear or un

der the breast or, in the case of prosthetic technology, a slightly irregular gait, or 

as the letter indicates, a little bit of backache suffered by the patient that evokes a 

memory, sometimes visible sometimes invisible, that is both a reminder of suc

cess and an admission of the failure to hide this truth . 

This discourse of prosthesis-as one of invisibility and visibility , success 

and failure, reparation and imitation, deceit and display-can be located in de

bates about aesthetic and cosmetic surgery especially toward the end of the nine

teenth century (although its genealogy goes back much further than this) and in 

particular within the deeply ideological subject of "passing." While passing has 

been discussed recently by Judith Butler and Judith Halberstam in relation to 

questions of gender identity, performativity, and queer sexual practices , it is a 

topic that has also been revitalized by Sander L. Gilman in his cultural history of 

aesthetic surgery.10 In Making the Body Beautiful: A Cultural History of Aesthetic Surgery, 

Gilman explores passing-an esthetic and as I have already suggested ideological 
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undertaking that emerged directly out of the racialization of nineteenth-century 

culture-as a challenge by which individuals seek to pass for something that they 

are not. This passing has historically assumed a variety of forms as individuals em

ploy all kinds of esthetic and medical deceits to become something other than 

what they are. This is a question of not just masquerading but rather actually be

coming something other than what we are-looking to pass as or pass from, say, be

ing a man to being a woman or vice versa, from being straight to being gay or vice 

versa, from being black to being white or vice versa, and so on. (One can see why 

theorists of gender subversion such as Butler and Halberstam would find this trope 

so productive.) Through this operation of passing, the individual passes from one 

category to another, for the most part moving in a not unexpected direction

from a category of exclusion to a community of inclusion, from being an abject 

pariah to an object of desire, from being anomalous to being something else more 

enviable. 11 And while it must be kept in mind that passing is inherently conser

vative-because, as Gilman reminds us, unlike reconstructive surgery it is premised 

on a purely physical metamorphosis in which signs of physical difference (so-called 

pathological signs) are camouflaged through modification-the consequences are 

nonetheless very real. 12 As Gilman makes clear, such acts of "passing" do have a 

profound effect on the correlation between an individual's desire to overcome 

their physical stigmatisation and their psychological unhappiness or, to put it dif

ferently, the visible efforts at redesign will have a direct impact on an individual's 

invisible interior emotional architecture . 

Much like Gilman 's account of aesthetic surgery in which "techniques must 

constantly evolve so as to perfect the illusion that the boundary between the pa

tient and the group [that they wish to join) never existed," 13 developments in 

prosthetic technology as I have already indicated are in principle committed to the 

same evolutionary imperative-working seamlessly in such a way as to make 

themselves invisible. Similar to the narrative that takes place in the discourse of 

aesthetic surgery, 14 an account of the development of prosthetic technology is 

caught up in ideological concerns that are similar to those embedded in "passing" 

and thus might be characterized, as does Gilman for aesthetic surgery, as "evidence 

of a new invisibility." 15 

Given the importance of this evidence of the new invisibility-that the 

truth and success of the discourse of prosthesis are premised on hiding the presence 
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of the amputee's disability (their physical otherness) and that visibility makes fail

ure all too evident-it is ironic that these photographs of female amputees pro

duced by James Gillingham do the opposite . They reveal their prosthetic devices 

to show the virtuosity of their maker, the triumph of the technology itself, the 

possibility of their machinic articulations, and the impact that they will have on 

the user, the purchaser. Let us not forget that these photographs are serving a 

commercial purpose. Because of this, the wearer, the patient, the model is obliged 

to display (at the expense of their refusal to disclose) the technology in a way that 

draws attention to the very disability that the technology has been developed to 

disguise. Male amputees are often presented utilizing their prosthetic limbs as model 

examples of the enhancing potential of human-machine synergy and are shown 

fully integrated in the world of both work and leisure activities. But letters in the 

archives of the Science Museum and elsewhere from female amputees emphasize 

a need for continued disguise and a pleasure in such disguise-a pleasure in mod

estly and discreetly being able to pass for something other than dis-abled, in this 
case to be able to pass for being able-bodied. 16 

This is why the exposure of James Gillingham's patients in his catalogues 

is particularly troubling. In playing this game of hide and seek, the models, the 

photographer, the photographs themselves, the people using the ads to select pros

thetic machinery for themselves, and we viewers as competent interpreters of im

ages are obviously aware of this pivot between invisibility and visibility, hiding 

and revealing, concealment and revelation, and the assault to modesty that this 

exposure entails. This play between concealing and disclosure, secrets and their 

confession, also of course lies at the heart of debates in the discourse of fetishism, 

and it is writ large here , literally, in the complex way in which the revealing of the 

fetishistic substitute (the artificial limb) acts as both a desire to overcome loss and 

an exposure of that very loss itself. It is no wonder, then, that a consequent sexual

ization of the figure of the female amputee ensues. It is also worthwhile pointing 

out that because these photographs are images of female amputees displaying the 

manufacturer's wares for commercial purposes, this display, this exhibition, is a dual 

seduction that is at once commercial and erotic. Viewers need to keep in mind that 

these images are ads, the purpose of which is to sell Gillingham 's products. But at 

the same time, the interior setting, the studio, the lighting, the painted backdrops, 

the props, the drapery, the staged quality of the images, and the carefully posed 
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figures of the women themselves certainly imply that an effort has been made to 

employ the accoutrements of portraiture (as commercial imperatives themselves 

maybe) to both humanize and individualize . Perhaps these very aspects of por

traiture, coupled with the "theatricized or narritivized tableaux," further eroti 

cize.17 Some of these women have been invited to lift up their shirts, others to 

remove their overgarments so that a potential customer might see more precisely 

the quality of the products crafted by Gillingham . In giving in to the request to 

disrobe, the amputees assist in the selling of the callipers, body supports with un

derarm stirrups, leather bodices, corsetry, and artificial limbs that are Gillingham's 

specialty. In so doing, they expose their arms, the napes of their neck, the tops of 

their thighs, the shadow effected by the point at which the tops of their thighs and 

buttocks meet, revealing skin that has been trussed up by the confines of straps, 

(garter) belts, and buckles. Skin is squeezed and molded by the bandaged tautness 

of its restricted lacing, the back-straightening contraptions have a sadistic edge, 

and the hints of undergarment betray a less than prudent photographer who is 

inviting our voyeuristic gaze. With a twist of the hips, the women turn away from 

the camera to obscure their faces, to remain anonymous and disguised, to keep 

their modesty intact and their identity a secret . By averting their gazes, they also 
endeavor to frustrate the attention that we might lavish on them, which could, in 

turn , distract our eye from more properly consumerist desires. 

Part 2. "Be a 'Creature Unlike Any Other"': Fashion, Fashion 

Photography, and Aimee's "Pretty Legs"'" 

This fetishistic dialectic between invisibility and visibility, concealing and reveal

ing, denial and disclosure, loss and enhancement seems to be thrashed out some

what differently in the instance of Aimee Mullins, who is committed in a variety 

of ways to "passing" as disabled-although I'm going to suggest that this isn't nec

essarily what ends up happening. Mullins is an American double-amputee para

lympian athlete who appeared provocatively in a Nick Knight photo shoot for a 

1998 issue of the fashion magazine Dazed and Confused guest edited by fashion 

designer Alexander McQueen; who adorned the catwalk, Barbie doll-like, on a 

revolving pedestal in McQueen's 1999 spring-summer collection in London ; and 

who sprinted through the desert landscape of a television advertisement for the 
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British Internet service provider Freeserve in 2000 on her carbon-graphite Chee

tah legs designed by Van Phillips . Aimee Mullins is featured in American artist

filmmaker Matthew Barney's film Cremaster 3 (2002) which I consider in part 3. 

As might be expected, the tabloid newspapers, popular magazines, and se

rious new s sources responded to these images by concentrating on Aimee Mullins 

as the figure of the quintessential Cyborgian sex kitten rather than as an amputee. 

Every image and every discussion drew attention to the arrangement of her body 

and its supplementary parts, but although her status as an amputee was a signifi

cant autobiographical detail (certainly during TV chats with Oprah), it was never 

played up as an aesthetic, erotic, or ergonomic fact in and of itself. 19 Instead, these 

conversations sought to maintain her seamless presentation-the ultimate victory 

of technology over deficiency . What mattered was that the seams were overlooked, 

the joins did not show, even when they were impossible to ignore. Unlike James 

Gillingham 's images of amputees-images that sought the comfort of the "new 

invisibility" and yet exposed their subjects as amputees for commercial and erotic 

rewards-Aimee Mullins was not allowed to be an amputee or disabled . More pre

cisely, her disability was simply seen as another perfect example of posthuman 

progress, a simple celebration of the human spirit 's victory over adversity-or for 

those in complete denial , a wonderful sleight of hand that we might come to be

lieve in our age of computer-generated images. 

To be less dramatic, it isn't strictly true that she wasn't allowed to be disabled. 

Her image became commercially and aesthetically palatable because of the ways in 

which the power of the human spirit was celebrated over the fact of her disabil

ity, that she refused to be a victim of her disability and was proud to show us that 

this was the case. She was honored specifically for this defiance. Interestingly, then, 

her image becomes a visible illustration of the recent eroticization of disability 

because she is sexualized as an able-bodied woman, one who just happens to be 

an amputee . That is to say, she is not really eroticized because she is an amputee. 

At best, her status as an amputee must be acknowledged and disavowed simulta

neously-and her prosthetic legs, more than just ·a substitute for her missing 

limbs, allow us to argue her back into existence as a cyborg , a prosthetic body, a 

figure of supraerotic fantasy. 20 

Mullins is wholly complicit with this game. Although she is a staunch cam

paigner for the rights and choices of people with disabilities, she is in wholehearted 
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narcissistic collusion with her own objectification and eroticization . So, while she 

is adamant that she wants to "challenge prevailing attitudes toward beauty" and 

wants "to be seen as beautiful because of [her) disability, not in spite of it," she is 

also aware of and complies with the more obvious forms of conventional femi

nine desire and admits that she is prone to vanity (although she happily shares this 

vanity, she confirms, with "billions of other women"). It is well documented that 

Mullins has always been determined to have legs that are designed for the sake of 

appearance as well as function and practicality, since conforming to such stereo

types is not so much debilitating, as it is aspirational and liberating. And she is 

prone to wear short shirts and high heels to show off her long, delicate , Barbie

like legs-it is well worth remarking that what she calls her "pretty legs," a longed

for alternative to the composite of plastic and wood legs with a foam coating that 

she wore in the past, whose toes she paints assiduously, have little blue veins around 

the heel of the feet, and that these feet remain permanently arched since these 

pretty legs are designed specifically to be worn with two-inch heels, and simply 

don't Junction without them. (It has also been noted that if she stops moving, she has 

to lean or be leaned against vertical surfaces for stability. This nuisance , the point 

where movement and animation give way to graceless immobility, has a key role 
to play in what becomes crucial about Mullins's place in artist-filmmaker Matthew 

Barney's Cremaster 3.) 

So while these images of Mullins contribute to an important increase in the 

visibility of the differently abled bodies of amputees , in the fashion and the ad

vertising industries they raise, turn , and fail on the collusion of visibility itself. If 

her presence does offer mild surprise (or what people call shock value), it still does 

little more than pay lip service to the affirmative politics of disability identity, and 

that, in the end, perhaps from the beginning, being up front on the fashion run

ways and in fashion magazines seems to make little difference to her fetishization 

or her complicity with-or implication in-her own enfreakment. 21 Ultimately, 

her differently a bled body does not challenge any esthetic conventions of beauty 

or offer (as some working in Disability Studies would have it) potentially disrup

tive possibilities in and of itself. 

If anything, quite the opposite is the case. My feeling, unfortunately, is that 

these images simply feed our culture's fascination with spectacles of difference, 

even if they do so in new ways. While they no longer hide the fact of disability or 
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seek to overcome such lack by exposing such deficiency from the beginning, and 

while this means that they no longer hide the (sometimes metaphorical, sometimes 

metonymic) sexual fetish or the meaning of the sexual fetish, her image here has 

neither the power to disturb (in a way that castration anxiety might be expected 

to disturb), nor does she make available an autonomous power to produce an eroti

cism that goes beyond her own fetishization . Much like the earlier commercial 

photographs from James Gillingham's catalogues, the figure of Aimee Mullins here 

on fashion runways, in magazine photo shoots, or in advertisements seems to have 

made no difference to the will to fetishize female amputees or to her own impli

cation in such fetishization. It is just another example of what Kobena Mercer (in 

the context of his discussion of Robert Mapplethorpe's photographs) has called 

"sexual fetishism dovetail[ing] with commodity fetishism to inflate the valoriza

tion of print texture in art photography as much as in fashion photography." 22 

Part 3. Matthew Barney's Aimee Mullins: Intimacy, between Me and the 

Ground There Was Nothing 

Aimee Mullins appears very differently in Cremaster 3 (2002), the final installment 

of American artist-filmmaker Matthew Barney's five-part The Cremaster Cycle 

(begun in 1994 with Cremaster 4). In Cremaster 3, Mullins is no longer the generic 

if individualized figure of sexual athleticism, the cyborgian sex kitten, or the 

eroticized amputee. Well, she is still all of these things, and explicitly so, but she 

is also somehow more. This may have something to do with the numerous guises 

that she slips into in Barney's Cremaster 3 the fictional parts that she takes on. 

These include the character of Oonagh, the wife of the Irish giant Fiann Mac

Cumhail ; the role of Moll to Matthew Barney 's Entered Apprentice; a unnamed 

woman sitting in a white room in the Cloud Club bar cutting potatoes with a 

device attached to the sole of her prosthetic legs; a figure known as Entered 

Novitiate, who quickly morphs into a cheetah divinity, languid one moment and 

fierce the next; and finally, at the end of Cremaster 3, a dying, bleeding, blindfolded 

Madonna with a noose around her neck (which may or may not indicate sexual 

asphyxiation) who is sitting astride a flexiglass sled tethered to five lambs and 

wearing clear prosthetic legs that end in man-of-war tentacles. (And I shall return 

to this final image in a moment.) 





To engage with these current incarnations of Aimee Mullins and to distin

guish them from her earlier phantasmatic, fetishized, and narcissistic manifestations, 

it is worthwhile focusing on the line of reasoning proposed by Nancy Spector, 

the curator of the Matthew Barney exhibition that toured the Museum Ludwig, 

Cologne; the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris; and the Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum, New York. As the first and as far as I can tell the only per

son so far to discuss, to any great extent, Mullins in the context of Barney's art

work, Spector gives us a way into the figures of Aimee Mullins in her extended 

catalogue essay "Only the Perverse Fantasy Can Still Save Us." 23 For Spector, the 

whole of Barney's five-part Cremaster cycle has developed as a project that is, as 

she says, "a self-enclosed aesthetic system" in which the body "with its psychic 

drives and physical thresholds-symbolizes the potential of sheer creative force." 

For Spector, Barney's "perverse imagination" takes us on a journey-a rite of pas

sage through his physical, psychological, and geographical landscape of "diges

tion, repression, and morphing," a landscape that emerges from and is carved out 

of the psychosexual and the libidinal and is for her narcissistic, anally sadistic, and, 

at one and the same time, a masturbatory machine-much like Marcel Duchamp's 

The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (1934), to which she refers.24 Never 

not meticulous, Barney's Cremaster cycle has for Spector "an attention to detail 

that can only be described as fetishistic," 25 while overall its "creative potential of 

perversion pervades [its] very genetic code." 26 It is clear that for Spector to be in 

Matthew Barney's Cremaster cycle is to be enveloped in the perverse and fetishis

tic folds of psychoanalysis. 

There is much to debate and much to disagree with in Spector's catalogue 

essay as well as in the exhibition itself. Nonetheless, for my purposes, the most 

straightforward way to engage with the roles of Aimee Mullins in Cremaster 3 is to 

pit Spector's essay with and against another part of her catalogue, a section entitled 

"Personal Perspectives" in which a number of the individuals involved in Barney's 

Cremaster cycle-including Gabe Bartalos, the prosthetic makeup and special 

effects expert; 27 Norman Mailer, a protagonist in Cremaster 2; Richard Serra, a 

character in Cremaster 3; Ursula Andress, a star of Cremaster 5; and Aimee Mullins 

herself-are given a chance to speak about the pleasures of working on it. 

Having already appeared in a number of early scenes in various guises, 

Mullins's central performance is at the heart of Cremaster 3 in a section of the film 
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entitled "The Order," which "rehearses the secret initiation rites of the Masonic 

fraternity." 28 This section is made up of five scenes or degrees, as they are called 

in the film, and each scene reveals Matthew Barney's character (a modification of 

his earlier incarnation, the Entered Apprentice, as a cross between Odysseus, Lara 

Croft, and Donkey Kong) facing a challenge. This challenge is played out as a 

semicomedic journey in which he scales the interior walls of the Guggenheim 

Museum, encountering combative obstacles as he progresses first up and then 

down the interior levels of the building's spiraling architecture . Each of the five 

degrees of "The Order" is representative of one of the five episodes of the Cre
master cycle. Aimee Mullins comes into view in the third degree of "The Order" 

and thus personifies the third episode of the Cremaster cycle, Cremaster 3 itself. She 

is a personification of the very film in which she acts, of which she is a part, and 

is thus for Spector the "narcissistic center of the cycle." Positioning Mullins in this 

way licenses Spector to claim that Mullins-as a character known as Entered 

Novitiate, a "couture model dressed in white gown with crystal legs" (although 

I have always felt that her outfit is more naughty nurse's uniform that couture)

will mutate into "a hybrid Egyptian warrior whose lower body is that of a chee

tah." For Spector, in this key role at the center of Cremaster J Mullins "is, in 
essence, the Apprentice's [that is, Barney's] alter ego." Thus when Mullins and 

Barney confront one another face to face, Spector says that he is "facing himself 

in all his guises." She continues: 

Looking into the mirror ef his own soul, he is traniformed into an apparition ef his fe
male element. They embrace each other with the FIVE Points ef Fellowship in a moment 
of exquisite oneness, and the model whispers the divine words Maha byn 29 into his ear. 
But she then abruptly transmutes into the cheetah and attacks.An intense struggle en
sues, which continues intermittently throughout the Order, until the Apprentice uses the 
stonemason's tools to slay the hybrid creature; with a blow to the plumb ef her temple, 
she drops to one knee; hit with the level in the other, she drops to both knees; and struck 

in the forehead with the maul, she Jails dead. Having ceremonially killed off his own re
flection, the Apprentice achieves the level ef Master Mason. 30 

At the end of Cremaster 3, we are given a final image of Aimee Mullins, 

presented to us by Nancy Spector thus: 
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Figure 3.8: Matthew Barney, 

Cremaster 3, 2002, production 

still, photo: Chris Winget, © 2002 

Matthew Barney 

The final image of the Order shows Mullins seated on a sleigh drawn by five baby 
lambs. She is dressed in the costume of the First Degree Masonic initiate. Blinijolded, 
she wears a noose around her neck. Blood spills from her temple and forehead, where she 

had endured the fatal wounds of the Mason's tools. 31 

I am less concerned than Spector is with Mullins as the narcissistic center of the 

cycle-as the Apprentice's/Barney's alter ego, the mirror of his soul, his feminine 

element, another wise, dead woman whose passing confirms the ascension of 

Barney's character to greatness . What interests me more is what Mullins has to say 

about this final scene in her "Personal Perspectives" section of Spector's cata

logue. Mullins is well versed in the acknowledged and regulative symbolism of 

the Cremaster cycle. But while she is all too aware, confirming Spector's analysis, 

that her character is "essentially a reflection of Matthew's character," 32 she also 

gives two alternative insights-political and personal-into this specific scene, 

neither of which is readily available in either Spector's text or Barney's Cremaster 
3. The political insight is that when Barney "first told [her] about the Entered 

Novitiate character dressed as a candidate with the Masonic First Degree-with 

the left pant leg and right sleeve rolled up, the left breast exposed , blindfolded and 

wearing a noose-[she] thought, 'I can't do that,' (She] remember[s] thinking 

how many disability-rights activists were going to be calling [her] outraged ."33 

The personal insight is even more telling: 

The clear legs ending in man-of-war tentacles worn by the Entered Novitiate [in this final 
scene] evolved as a compromise. Originally Matthew had wanted me to do that scene with
out prosthetics. He saw this as a way to express the Masonic theory that you have to lose 

your lower self in order to reach a higher level. I guess the literal representation of that 
would have been for me to sit on the sled without any limbs below the knee, but that 
would have been difficult for me because it's very, very intimate. ife had a long dialogue 
about what we could do instead, and Matthew came up with the idea of making the legs 
appear like jellyfish tentacles because they're not a human form and they're clear. It worked 
for me because I don't feel so bare where there's something between me and the ground. 34 

I'm certainly not accusing Barney of being an amputee devotee. His desire 

to strip Mullins of her prosthetic legs so that he can make some spurious symbolic 





point is an act that on first viewing strikes me as far more disingenuous and boor

ish than that. In a sense, stripping her of her literal legs so that she can be seen to 

rise to a higher level replicates some of the most careless and ill-thought-through 

philosophies of disembodied technofetishism in which discussions of posthuman

ism are really little more than celebrations of dehumanization. This is what I ear

lier referred to as metaphorical opportunism. But if we put Barney's Masonic 

foolishness to one side and listen carefully to what Mullins has to say, something 

quite surprising emerges. Hearing her say that to be without prosthetic limbs is 

to be exposed, to be laid bare, and that these prosthetic limbs are an emotional 

crutch as well as a corporeal support is not surprising . But learning that they are 

a guard against intimacy is unexpected. Or, rather, she tells us that it would have 

been too, too intimate to have appeared in Cremaster 3 without wearing some 

kind of prosthetic machinery, even if the prosthetic takes the nonhuman anthro

pomorphic form of the tentacles of a large coelenterate hydrozoan and ever if it 

would not permit her to stand by herself, let alone to walk on her own. Anything, 
as long as there is something to stop her feeling the bareness between her self and 

the ground, to make sure that there is something, even if it is impossibly shaky 

and unstable , and makes you all the more vulnerable. 

Although unrealized, in hoping to have Aimee Mullins appear without her 

legs, her cheetah legs, her pretty legs, or even her man-of-war legs, Barney pro

vides us with the chance to make out something very intimate-too intimate

about the subject of prosthesis. And if you watch Mullins , you realize that there 

are in fact numerous moments of awkwardness throughout Cremaster 3 in which 

we see her staggering around the set with her transparent legs, wobbly on her feet, 

walking backward unsteadily, often on the brink of toppling over, holding onto 

the balustrade of the Guggenheim Museum for support , always trying to keep her 

balance on the oblique angle of the museum's runway. 

These uncomfortable movements , along with the far too intimate image of 

Mullins without her prosthetic legs, are redolent with a vulnerability that is not a 

ready part of the discourse of prosthesis with its overwhelming imperatives of 

rehabilitation, empowering, and resolute unshakability. And yet here we have many 

scenes in which Mullins is truly perverse, but in a properly etymological sense of 

that word . She "twists" and "turns the wrong way" -which is to say away from 

her figuration as a perverse erotic fetishistic object and toward an almost desperate 

celebration of the relative failure of movement wherein her prosthetic legs are not 
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a metaphor of lack but a metonymy of movement, a substitute for nothing, for the 

space between her self and the ground, that otherwise unbridgeable gap between 

immobility and touching the ground, undoubtedly an incitement to movement. 35 

In this essay, I have tried to say something about the tensions and contradictions 

between stillness and movement-between the stillness of photographic stills and 

the movement of moving-image culture . Many of the questions that make up a 

provocative engagement with the discourse of prosthesis lie in the variegated gaps 

between stillness and movement-in the hinge between the inanimate and the an

imate, the so called disabled body that is rendered somewhat inoperative and the 

ways in which that body is jump-started into all kinds of mobile modifications, 

however unstable some of these experiences might be. This is very much the po

sition that Aimee Mullins is found in Matthew Barney's Cremaster 3 . So while I am 

all too aware of some of the na'ive assumptions I am making about differently-abled 

bodies in our visual culture, I am more acutely aware that it is necessary to be at

tentive to the danger that the stillness of images can cause to bodies already often 

either rendered immobile or overly technologized by metaphorical opportunism . 

For it is this stillness, such an integral part of the fixity of the process of stereo

typing, eroticizing, and objectifying that has played such a destructive part in the 

history of disability and in the discourse of fetishism. It seems to me, at least in a 

provisional way, that fetishism-the practice of making an object a fixture, a mark 

of the recognition of disavowal, an inflexible substitute, a replacement for other 

things that have moved on for one reason or another-might be affected by the 

moving part of moving-image culture . At the same time, the discourse of prosthe

sis might wish to focus on the grey area between the inanimate and the animate, on 

the brink of articulation, which is precisely where we can best attend to the point 

of convergence between the metaphorization of the prosthetic body and its mate

riality-its moving flesh as well as its wood, plastic, leather, metal, and hydraulic 

systems, because it is well worth remembering that the prostheticization of the 

human body does not mean a necessary material displacement of that body.36 

While attending to this hinge between stillness and movement, between 

inanimate and animate, and to its effect on our understanding of both the material 

and metaphorical prosthetic body, I planned to move backward and forward across 
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the question with which I began this chapter: what kinds of erotic fantasies are 

being played out across medical, commercial, and avant-garde images of the body 

of the female amputee in Western visual culture? In so doing, I did my best to 

keep two ideas in mind. The first idea was a need to attend to how three domains 

of visual imagery-medical/commercial photography, fashion photography, and 

moving-image culture-over the period of almost a hundred years offer almost 

identical instances of technofetishism . Having said that, I hope I have also begun 

to draw out some of the ways that these three instances of metaphorical oppor

tunism are trying, intentionally or otherwise, to propose an alternative to such 

technofetishism, even if more often than not they fail to deliver in the end. (It is 

hard to envisage thinking fetishism through the movements of metonymy rather 

than through its structuring metaphorical dynamics .) The second idea was to 

consider how the discourse of prosthesis-in its facility to articulate the conflu

ence of bodies, technologies, and subjectivities-draws attention both to the role 

that perversion and fetishism play in the eroticization of visual imagery, and some 

of the reasons why this might be so, and to the ways that we might be able to be

gin to think about perversion and fetishism, perverse practices and fetishistic ob

jects, in ways that are resoundingly not sexual at all. Which is to say, in the end I 

hope to have intimated that the discourse of prosthesis in fact makes it possible 

for us to begin to speak of fetishism and perversion in a way that is stripped of 

sexuality and eroticism, that exists beyond an economy of lack, and that instead, 

endures in other kinds of productive practices, if one can imagine such a thing . 

Notes 

1. The word articulate, as used here , means "havingjoints " rather than "speaking flu

ently and coherently ." Earlier versions of this essay were presented at the Courtauld 

Institute of Art in October 2002 at the invitation of Caroline Arscott and Gavin 

Parkinson and at the Twenty-ninth Association of Art Historians Annual Confer 

ence, "ARTiculations," held at ucL/Birkbeck College, London, April ro-13, 2003, at 

the invitation of John Wood , Aura Satz, and Helen Weston. Thanks to them for the 

invitations and to participants for the many interesting questions thrown from the 

floor during both events . Thanks also to Tim Boon and Craig Brierly at the Science 

Museum, London , and special thank s to Jean-Bapti ste Decavel e, Vivian Rehberg, 

and of course Joanne Morra . 
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2 . See Vivian Sobchack, ' 'A Leg to Stand On: Prosthetics , Met aphor , and Ma

teriality," chapter 2 in this volume. For a background to the kind s of discussions de

veloped in my essay, see also Jacques Derrida, passim; David T. Mitchell and Sharon 

L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2000); Katherine Ott , David Serlin, and Stephen 

Mihm, eds., Artificial Parts, Practical Lives: Modern Histories of Prosthetics (New York: 

New York University Press, 2002); Marquard Smith, "The Uncertainty of Placing: 

Prosthetic Bodies, Sculptural Design, and Unhomely Dwelling in Marc Quinn, 

James Gillingham, and Sigmund Freud ," New Formations 46 (2002) : 85-102; Marquard 

Smith and Joanne Morra , The Prosthetic Aesthetic, themed issue of New Formations, 46 

(2002); Allucquere Roseanne Stone, The War of Desire and Technology at the Close ef the 

Mechanical Age (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995); David Wills, Prosthesis (Stanford: Stan

ford University Press, 1995). 

3. This essay is in certain ways a kind of flirtatious "thinking through "- an 

effort to be curious, skeptical, and hesitant ; to display a certain lack of commitment 

to certain ideas and thereby sustain their speculative promise ; to avoid making cate

gorical judgments . Here I follow Adam Phillips's book On Flirtation, in which he 

notes, following George Simmel's essay "Flirtation ," that "every conclusive decision 

brings flirtation to an end ." See Adam Phillips, On Flirtation (London : Faber and 

Faber, 1994), xxi . 

4. See Sigmund Freud, Three Essays on the Theory ef Sexuality (Harmonds 
worth , UK : Penguin Books, 1977). For Freud , perversions are largely "nonproduc

tive" sexual practices that deviate from goal-directed sexual practices . Instances 

include extended foreplay and deferred coitus. The nineteenth century reserves per

version largely for men . Women are rarely perverse and are defined as anything other 

than perverse-hysterical, frigid, narcissistic, melancholic , psychotic, and so forth . 

5. Michel Foucault, The History ef Sexuality, Vol. 1, An Introduction, trans . 

Robert Hurle y (New York: Vintage / Random House , 1980). See also Robert A. 

Nye, "Medical Origins of Sexual Fetishism," in Emily Apter and William Pietz, eds., 

Fetishism as Cultural Discourse (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 13-30, 19. Apter 

and Pietz 's collection is still the most engaging edited volume on fetishism available. 

6. In addition to Sobchack's essay, for other criticisms of this state of affairs 

see Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in 

American Culture and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997); Sarah S. 

Jain, "The Prosthetic Imagination : Enabling and Disabling the Prosthesis Trope," 

Science, Technology, and Human Vcilues 24, no . 1 (1999) : 31-54; David T. Mitchell and 

Sharon L. Snyder, "Introduction: Disability Studies and the Double Bind of Repr e

sentation," in Mitchell and Snyder, eds., 771e Body and Physical D!lference: Discourses ef 
Disability (Ann Arbor : Un iversity of Michigan Press, 1997), 1-31, 7 n . 32. Mit chell 

and Snyder's introduction include s a useful overview of many of the issues that are at 
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stake in technofetishism, ranging from a critique of Paul Virilio's writing on the sub

ject to an embrace of N . Katherine Hayles's thought . 

7. The Latin pervertere means "to twist" or "to turn the wrong way." This 

nonsexual etymology will have a profound impact on my later engagement with the 

art of Matthew Barney and Aimee Mullins's place in it . 

8. See Emily Apter , "Perversion," in Elizabeth Wright, ed ., Feminism and Psy

choanalysis:A Critical Dictionary (Blackwell : Oxford, 1992), JI! -314. As Apter goes on 

to say: "The dismantled, disembodied body (Lacan's corps morcele) is preferred to the 

integral or totalised corpus because it presents, as it were, a body composed of pros

thetic parts (already split or symbolically castrated) rather than a body at risk of phal

lic loss. In each of these instances the choice of love-object is neither arbitrary nor 

convertible . Functioning as an ambient fetish or prosthesis, figured as an idee fixe, this 

object-type both motivates the fantasm and directs the questing of the subject of per

version" (312). 

9. One needs to keep in mind the importance of the ideological differences 

between the discourses of reconstructive surgery (utility, rehabilitation, empower

ment) and aesthetic /cosmetic surgery (beauty, passing) . 
10. Sander L. Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful:A Cultural History ef Aesthetic 

Surgery (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), esp. 21-42. 
11. And of course, as Gilman makes clear, historically, there is a direct corre

lation between an individual's physical stigmatisation and their psychological unhap

piness. As successful aesthetic surgery after successful aesthetic surgery has shown, the 

removal of said stigma brings about psychological happiness. 

12. For Gilman, this dialectical (or rather binary) process of passing is inher

ently debilitating because it is premised on the fact that passing is a purely, and need 

only be a purely physical metamorphosis in which signs of physical difference, so called 

pathological signs, are disguised through modification . (This is of course why "pass

ing" is so important an idea for Gilman, because the desire to "pass" is the very foun

dation upon which aesthetic surgery is built, is the way in which purely cosmetic 

[which is to say deeply ideological] aesthetic surgery is distinguished from the neces

sary, utilitarian practice of reconstructive surgery.) 

13. Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful, 37. 

14. This narrative is best exemplified in the "before and after" photographs that 

began (as an initiative , although not directly in relation to aesthetic surgery) in the 

1840s and reached their point of saturation in the decades to come, notably, in the con

text of this volume, in images of the rebuilt faces of Civil War soldiers in the r86os. 

15. Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful, 39. 
16. As Katherine Ott has said on these matters more generally, "Conventions 

of female modesty, as well as ignorance about and public reluctance to discuss female 

anatomy" account for the relative scarcity of disabled female bodies in medical text-
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books at this time. See Katherine Ott, David Serlin, and Stephen Mihm, eds., Artifi
cial Parts, Practical Lives (New York: New York University Press, 2002), r1. A need for 

modesty and anonymity may have something to do with why all of the figures of fe

male amputees are turned away in these turn -of-the-century photographs while most 

of the figures of male amputees are not. 

17. This phrase is used by Abigail Solomon-Godeau in "The Legs of the 

Countess," reprinted in Apter and Pietz, Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, 274, originally 

published in October 39 (1986) : 65-ro8. 

r8. In continuing with this essay's interest in flirting , the phrase "Be a 'Crea

ture Unlike Any Other"' is taken from a chapter heading of the sinister, widely read 

book by Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider, The Rules:Time-Tested Secrets for Capturing 

the Heart of Mr. Right (London: Thorsons, 1995). "Pretty legs" is a term of endear

ment that Mullins uses to describe her favorite prosthetic legs. See Susannah Frankel, 

''Able to Be Beautiful," l#ekly Mail and Guardian, September II, 1998. 

19. The appearances on The Oprah Winfrey Show and The Rosie O 'Donnell 
Show more than affirm the role of autobiography in Mullins's profile. 

20. For an excellent explanation of how art historians have historically argued 

the fact of missing or absent limbs on sculptures back into existence, see Lennard J. 
Davis, "Nude Venus, Medusa's Body, and Phantom Limbs : Disability and Visuality," 

in Mitchell and Snyder, The Body and Physical D!fference, 51 -70 . 

21. On "enfreakment," see David Hevey, The Creatures That Time Forgot, 53, 

cited in Garland-Thomson , Extraordinary Bodies, 17. Mitchell and Snyder offer an 

argument (although this is part of their summation of the field of Disability Studies 

rather than one of their arguments per se) for exercising "the disruptive potential 

of the disabled body" (35-40, 36). They offer the category of "transgressive re

appropriation," a term with its roots in the appropriation of words such as nigger and 

queer by members of the black and gay communities and how such acts are taken up 
in the disabled community-witness the rebirth of terms such as "cripple" and 

"gimp." My sense though is that there is nothing intrinsically "disruptive" about any 

body per se, disabled or otherwise . 

22. Kobena Mercer, "Reading Racial Fetishism : The Photogr aphs of Robert 

Mapplethorpe," in Apter and Pietz , Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, 307-329, 316. 

23. Nancy Spector, Matthew Barney:The Cremaster Cycle (New York: Guggen-

heim Museum Publications, 2002). 

24. Ibid ., 25. 

25. Ibid., xii . 

26. Ibid., 25. 

27. Of working with Bartalos, Mullins says: "It was fascinating working with 

Gabe because his whole world is the aesthetic prosthetic realm and mine is the me

chanics of prosthetics ," in Spector , Matthew Barney. 
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28. Ibid ., 53. 

29. Earlier Spector says that Maha byn is "an untranslatable term that stands as 

a surrogate for the words of divine knowledge lost in Abiff 's (the architect, played by 

Richard Serra] death, much as the Hebrew wordjahweh is a surrogate for the name 

of God" (ibid., 44) . 

30. Ibid. , 57. 

31. Ibid. 

32. Mullins, "Personal Perspective," in Spector, Matthew Barney, 492-493 . 

33. Ibid ., 493 . 

34. Ibid., 493. 
35. At its most basic and most significant, the point here is that as a metaphor, 

prosthesis is simply a symbol of something else-whether castration, emasculation, 

nationhood, body-machine interfaces, and so on. The discourse of prosthesis as a 

metaphor (and this argument is made by Ott in her introduction to Ott, Serlin, and 

Mihm, Artificial Parts, Practical Lives, by Jain, and by Sobchack) misses the fact that 

prosthesis is something incredibly complex in itself . 

36. This is not about the autonomy or independent life of the fetishistic ob

ject-something that is commented on by both Freud and Marx . 


