Rikke Hansen, ‘Travelling Skins: Hides, Furs and other Animal Surfaces in Art’

Contact: rikkehansen@email.com

Meet Animal Meat Conference, Uppsala University, Sweden, 2009.
Travelling Skins: Hides, Furs and other Animal Surfaces in Art
Rikke Hansen
Research Department, Tate Britain

‘Why do you tear me from myself?’ the satyr cries as the god carves the skin from his body.
 It is a classic scene, mentioned in Ovid’s Metamorphoses and depicted by numerous painters, such as Jusepe de Ribera in his Apollo Flaying Marsyas, 1637. In front of this image, we become witnesses to the satyr’s public flaying. His crime: challenging Apollo to a musical contest. Hanging him from a tree, Apollo cuts away Marsyas’ skin. As the flayed skin blends with the redness of Apollo’s cape, it becomes difficult to see where skin ends and cloth begins. And skin is not all that is ‘stripped’: the animal-part of Marsyas’ body has almost vanished from the image. Incidentally, this is the case with most artistic representations of this myth. 
The French psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu relates Marsyas’ punishment to a mocking of man’s vertical posture (the image evoked bears less resemblance to de Ribera’s painting than to earlier representations of the satyr’s flaying, such as Titian’s The Flaying of Marsyas, which does, in fact, depict the victim as half-animal). In his book, The Skin Ego, Anzieu writes:

When he has put childhood and animality behind him, man stands by supporting himself upon the earth, as the baby supports itself on its mother’s hand to get up. This is positive verticality (and the image is reinforced by that of the pine, that most vertical of trees). The punishment consists in inflicting negative verticality upon the victim: he remains vertical, but hanging in the air (sometimes upside down), a painful and humiliating position which leaves him defenceless against any and every form of ill-treatment and reproduces the original distress of the infant not held or held badly by its mother.
 
In Marsyas’ tale, Anzieu finds a mythical origin of what he terms ‘the skin ego’. A pathological preoccupation with skin in human adults testifies, according to Anzieu, to a traumatic experience in childhood: a symbolic, premature ripping-away of the common skin which the small child imagines sharing with its mother. In the early stages of subject formation, the so-called healthy child makes use of the mental image of its body surface to represent itself to itself as an Ego containing physical contents. This psychological projection of the self onto the skin initially takes place during engagement with the primary caregiver, but later in life the Ego continues to define its contours by pressing against other skin surfaces. Anzieu describes these ‘other’ surfaces as being of both human and nonhuman kinds, with, for example,  a painting’s canvas providing, what he calls, ‘a symbolic skin’.
 However, an over-projection of ‘skin’ onto inanimate objects in adult life signifies insufficient Ego development. As with the myth of Marsyas – in which the flayed skin takes on a life of its own after the traumatic incident (hung up in a tree and returned to its vertical position, the satyr’s skin is transformed into a musical instrument: a wind harp or a bagpipe) – it is ‘skin’, as concept and metaphor, which continues to haunt the subject.
 

Here, I am interested in how an overemphasis of skin-borders might also be made to suggest an unfinished project within wider cultural and socio-historical terms. In this sense, I use Anzieu’s argument solely as a suggestive starting point. This paper examines the animalisation of the skin-border. The ‘unfinished project’, I refer to, is one that, throughout so-called Western civilization, has sought to separate human and nonhuman animal life-forms. I wish to propose a marriage between Anzieu’s skin-ego and what Giorgio Agamben terms the ‘anthropological machine’.
 I am, of course, not suggesting more successful ways of ‘finishing off’ the anthropological project, unless this refers to an un-working of the machine itself. 

In what follows, I investigate how skin is caught up, like in a zip, with a machine that both separates and joins ‘human’ and ‘animal’. Since skin covers the knots and bolts of this biopolitical machinery, such skin-dividing acts are applicable to any sort of subject-relation, whether human-to-human or human-to-animal; yet, this particular logic of the skin-machine is not my concern here. Instead, I concentrate on how animals are kept ‘in place’ through a two-step process of flaying and displaying. 
Recently art has taken an animal turn, as increasing numbers of artworks centre on the appearance of animals in contemporary culture. Many of these utilise animal skin, either through genetic or superficial manipulation of the living animal’s skin or by using skin of dead animals. At first, these two preoccupations, ‘animal life’ and ‘animal death’, may seem diametrically opposed; however, this paper argues that they cannot be separated. Here, I investigate how they both irritate the skin-border. I deliberately leave out examples of artists working directly with skin grafting or skin cuts, and focus, instead, on works that explore the relationship between hides, hiding and exposure.

Animating the Skin
‘Why do you tear me from myself?’ Ovid has Marsyas asking. But where does this ‘me’ reside once the flaying is over? What happens to the ‘animality’ of a skinned animal? Traditional taxidermy pushes forward the belief that animals are their skin. The flaying of a nonhuman animal transforms flesh into meat and leaves skin to carry the animal’s ‘animalness’ forward. Ironically, this makes it difficult to see the skin; difficult to not see the animal; difficult to see the constructions over which the skin is stretched. In traditional taxidermy, the skin becomes Poe’s ‘purloined letter’: displayed directly in front of our eyes, it remains oddly out of sight. 

What happens to skin once it leaves a body behind? Steven Connor notes that, while skin has been made to stand in for the body, it is, in a sense, not really part of the body as such:

Skin is not a part of the body not because it is separate from it but, surprisingly, because it cannot come apart from it. Unlike a member, or an organ, or a nail-clipping, the skin is not detachable in such a way that the detached part would remain recognisable or that the body left behind would remain recognisably a body.

However, when it comes to ‘framing’ nonhuman animals, the relationship between skin and body appears to change. Where human skin appears to cling to the body, becoming formless once detached, animal skin seems to ‘travel’ easily beyond the boundaries of the animal corpus. Think about the ubiquity of ‘dead’ animal skins in contemporary culture: the general use of leather and the taxidermic specimens in natural history dioramas. Elsewhere, Connor observes that ‘for many animals, skin, fur or hide is precisely what enables them to hide; the final and perfected victory of taxidermy is to deprive them of any possibility of hiding, precisely by reducing them to their hides’.
 Yet, what makes taxidermy possible, I argue, is the fact that this ‘reduction to the epidermis’ already constitutes part of our cultural perception of live animals.
In Andrea Roe’s Blackbird-Menagerie, 2007, we begin to notice what traditional taxidermy works hard to conceal. Here, a stuffed blackbird faces a video recording of his own dissection. He is motionless. Suddenly there is movement. The beak moves. There is song. It is as if life stirs again beneath the surface. Like the skin of the deceased Marsyas, the bird becomes a posthumous sound machine. When the song erupts, the voice does not belong to the body but only momentarily possesses it, like a spirit occupying a vessel. Even the skin – feathers included – seems ‘ghosted’. 
In her study of Anzieu, Naomi Segal describes such ‘ghosting’ as ‘skin containing other skins’.
 Ghosted skin reveals, like an onion, only new layers of skin when peeled. Roe’s Blackbird-Menagerie gives us feathers, images and little else. Pluck the feathers, remove the skin: all you will find are the mechanical constructs making this bird twitch. Yet, even when the work’s secret is known, the eruption of song and movement still manages to surprise. Here, the coherency of traditional taxidermy is disturbed, its skin momentarily broken. 
In Latin, there are two main words for skin: cutis, signifying human skin, and pellis, referring to animal pelts.
 The latter also stands for dead, flayed skin. As such, the body contours as remains suggests a becoming-animal of the skin itself. Marsyas cries that he is torn from himself. Literary theorist Maurice Blanchot notes how a deceased, in his cadaverous presence, begins to resemble himself.
 The corpse is all image, perhaps ‘all skin’. As cadaver, this blackbird turns into his own image, but the transubstantiation seems oddly uneventful, because, while alive, he was already seen to be his feathers. Taxidermy seems commonplace, ‘un-uncanny’, because animal skin is already fetishised through the performative acts that initiate ‘animalness’ into culture via a deadening of the skin. Roe’s Blackbird-Menagerie suggests no alternatives, but brings to the fore and upsets the peculiar skin-condition of the human-animal relation.
Art in Vivo / in Ruin
Artistic investigations into human-animal skin-borders are not limited to the appropriation of taxidermy. Recent accessibility to biotechnology has given rise to ‘bio art’, an art form which operates within the process of life itself on a genetic or transgenic level. A famous and controversial example of transgenic art is Eduardo Kac’s GFP Bunny, 2000. At the heart of the piece is Alba, a genetically modified rabbit whose fur glows a fluorescent green when subjected to the proper spectrum of light. The work also comprises other elements, such as: a public dialogue, a poster campaign displayed throughout Paris, and a publicised debate between Kac and the French laboratory commissioned to breed the rabbit, disputing the ownership of Alba and her possible relocation to the artist’s home in Chicago. 
Kac’s work is not without its own ethico-political problems; yet, here, I focus on an aspect of GFP Bunny that has been largely ignored: the significance of animal skin. In the introduction to the book Signs of Life, Kac states that:

[Bio art] emphasizes the dialogical and relational [...] as much as the material and formal qualities of art (the shape of frogs, the color of flowers, bioluminescence, the patterns on butterfly wings).
  

According to Kac, material, formal qualities do not fall away despite bio art’s aim to dig beneath the surface and into life itself. Bio art does not break with notions of representation, but actively critiques practices of representation as they take place within science and cultural life, practices that, among other things, serves to ‘deaden’ animal skin. Alba’s fur literally brings about a troubling of the appearance of nonhuman hybrid life-forms. Like Roe’s blackbird, she becomes her own image.
Artist Marta de Menezes also creates animals with alternative features. In nature?, 1999, she modified the wings of butterflies by interfering ‘with the normal development mechanisms of the butterflies, leading to a new pattern never seen before in nature’.
 The manipulation was done using normal life cells in such a way that no intervention was inheritable on a genetic level and the work only lasted the life-span of the butterflies. Furthermore, the manipulation was limited to one wing, positing artistic intervention next to so-called ‘natural’ formation. Claudia Benthien notes that: 
[Only] as the observed skin of the other with whom I come face to face does skin become a sign, only through separation can the other become a recognizable and classifiable object. The skin is constantly interpreted, read, invested with and emptied of semantic meaning, recoded, neutralised, stylized.

Roe’s blackbird, Kac’s rabbit, de Menezes’ butterflies all work through a double-deadening of the skin. Observed and distinguished discursively from human skin, animal skin has to carry the dead-weight of over-signification. By bringing the hide to the fore, these works upset the codification of animal skin by momentarily emptying it of meaning. The mockery of animal skin, which traditional taxidermy and other skin-practices perform, is here itself mocked.
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