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Abstract  
 

In this thesis I give an account of my artistic practice, with the questions and concepts that 

continue to influence my work. By analyzing past and current work, I connect my art to my 

scientific background in gender theory. The theoretical background is used to introduce 

questions I have struggled with, reflecting my attempts to use art as a way of better 

understanding myself and society. I examine if strategies of ‘resistance’ and ‘subversion’ 

have furthered my aim of escaping gendered expectations.  

 

Photography has become a larger part of my practice since starting my Master’s degree. I 

analyze how watching myself has allowed me to see a side of myself that is not confined by 

my apparent femininity.  

 

Considering specific performances, I recount the notion of installational performances and my 

thoughts around creating physical space in order to create emotional space and acceptance. I 

believe it is time for society to stop using biology as an excuse for bigotry, and I think affect 

and understanding are key to creating change.  

 

Thinking about bodies as composites rather than categorical has changed the way I see myself 

and given me agency to explore my body beyond a biological binary. Considering the art of 

drag and non-binary artists, I imagine a future with possibilities beyond the binary of female 

and male. 

 

Reflecting on the solo exhibition ‘Surfacing, 2020’, I consider the feedback from the critical 

discussion and add my own thoughts about the exhibition. Finding a paradox in the 

connection between the exhibition text and the physical space, I consider how the exhibition 

text influenced the critical discussion. I contemplate how my theory of using physical 

movement in order to create emotional space functioned in practice. In conclusion I reflect on 

the peacefulness of ‘Surfacing, 2020’, considering if inner movement might help open up 

conversations that I feel society needs to have.  
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1. Introduction  
I began my Master’s project by asking “How can we free ourselves from our sex?” This has 

led me to explore what I can be, without conforming to the way I am apparently ‘designed’ to 

be. I have found the answers varying in different phases of my life. By analyzing what 

sexuality, gender and biological sex means to me, I have reflected upon how these notions 

have affected my life and my life choices. This has led me to examine my body hair, my self-

image, my marriage, my body and my mind, and I have used my art as a way to better 

understand myself. 

 

My writing is an attempt at understanding if and how art in connection to theoretical 

exploration can influence a shift in the way we think about biology and bodies. My artistic 

research has been movement-oriented, encompassing a spectrum of ways to examine the 

body. These vary from choreographed movements to more open-ended performances and 

installations. Central in this artistic investigation is my own body and the search for freedom 

from social expectations. My project has a normative aspect because I think it is important 

that people bear in mind the impact gendering can have on our lives. However, it has also led 

to personal challenges and the reconsideration of gendered notions I previously took for 

granted. 

 

Throughout most of my life my identity has been constructed around my body, getting to 

know myself through an understanding of what it means to be ‘a woman’. This has defined 

several aspects of my life, implicitly telling me who I should love, how I should move around 

in the world, what I should look like and how I am expected to act. My genes, movements, 

sounds and appearance seem to define who I am. ‘Woman’ has become the lens people see 

me through and the standard for what I am and how I am expected to behave. At one point I 

started wondering if being a woman might have put me at a disadvantage in life? Being 

female, my worth seemed synonymous with my appearance. I could also expect to be paid 

less than men throughout my career and I would probably never shake away the fear of 

walking home alone at night. Through feminism I realized systematic and deep-rooted gender 

biases in society, which both angered and scared me. Of course, there is more to being a 

woman, but I felt born into gendered obligations and expectations. It all boiled down to the 

biology of my body, and it left me feeling constricted and overwhelmed. 
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This thesis is a summary of the journey I have gone through. In the first chapter, I outline the 

theoretical background that triggered the thoughts and questions I am dealing with. In the 

chapter ‘Strategies’, I present different questions I have asked myself and the strategies I have 

explored through my art in order to find answers. In ‘Creating space’ I give an account of 

installational performances and my thoughts around creating emotional and physical space. In 

the chapter ‘Moving beyond the binary’ I use movement in the literal and the metaphorical 

sense to imagine a future with possibilities beyond the binary of female and male. The chapter 

‘Surfacing’ recounts the solo exhibition ‘Surfacing, 2020’, and in ‘Reflections’ I consider the 

feedback I got from the critical discussion, adding my own reflections on the exhibition.  

 

2. Theoretical background  
My art practice is closely linked to concepts, ideas or questions that I want to explore. The 

concept takes precedence over the form or the medium of expression. The last five years I 

have found inspiration in gender theory, trying to understand myself and the society around 

me better. Theoretical exploration has raised further questions, shedding light on gendered 

issues that I had previously overlooked. My art has become essential to understanding and 

dealing with these issues. Accounting for my art practice requires submitting some of the 

theoretical background that inspired it.  

2.1. Sex versus Gender 

When it comes to biological sex, human beings are defined by our chromosomes, hormones 

and genitalia. However, sex in general can also be a question of presentation; your appearance 

and mannerisms, how others see you. It could depend on identity; your feelings and 

affiliations, how you see yourself. In Norwegian we have only one word, ‘kjønn’, for 

referring to both gender and sex. In some instances, it can be helpful to separate the two1, so 

while sex is commonly understood as the biological components (genitals, DNA, 

chromosomes), gender is used as a way of referring to the social aspects of sex (expression, 

feelings, affiliations). Some feminist thinkers, like Luce Irigaray and Moira Gatens, have 

advocated for the term ‘sexual differences’, arguing that a distinction between ‘sex’ and 

‘gender’ severs the body from the mind2. “I will challenge the notion that the mind, of either 

 
1 Separating the biological ‘sex’ from the social ‘gender’ has been helpful in several feminist projects, for 
example allowing for the possibility that your role in society should not be defined by your biological ability to 
reproduce. 
2 Allison Stone, “Sexual difference”, in The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, ed. Lisa Disch and Mary 
Hawkesworth (Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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sex, is initially a neutral, passive entity, a blank slate on which are inscribed various social 

‘lessons’”3 However, I find both terms helpful when reflecting on my own experiences as a 

sexed individual. My biology has greatly impacted my life and the choices I have made, a 

realization that can feel suffocating. In my art and in my theoretical studies I have been 

searching for a way to free myself from the implications of my biological sex. 

2.2. From inherent to performative  

When I first came across Judith Butler, I was relieved. It felt like she lifted a burden off my 

body, proposing that gender is something we do instead of something we are. Butler talks 

about gender as a series of acts and reenactments of social meanings that have already been 

established4, “[…] the body becomes its gender through a series of acts which are renewed, 

revised, and consolidated through time”5. I imagine it as a prewritten script to an already 

established (gendered) performance. By accepting Butler’s ideas, society’s definition of 

‘woman’ shifts from ‘inherent’ to ‘constructed’. It evolves through history, and by history 

repeating itself. Repetition is important, because it is not what you are wearing or saying in 

‘this exact moment’ that defines your gender. It is how we live our lives, most of us 

conforming to a gendered standard that has been around for a long time. I see gender as 

effectively defining and limiting a large amount of people at once, often without us even 

noticing it happening. JeongMee Yoon and his ‘The pink & Blue Project, 2005-2020’ (figures 

1-4) is a collection of works I relate to in this instance. I think it effectively illustrates how 

human beings become gendered from an early age, and how single-minded this gendering can 

be. Accepting Butler’s use of the sex/gender distinction and regarding gender as performative 

opens up a possibility of ‘performing it differently’, radically subverting gender normativity6. 

But how are we guided into these ‘universal standards’ in the first place?  

2.3. Binary biology 

Gender is largely understood as the social correlate to our bodies, an expression of our 

biological sex7. While the concept of more than two genders is nothing new, biological sex 

appears more fixed to the binary of female/male. Biology seems so physically evident and 

 
3 Moira Gatens, Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power and Corporeality (London: Taylor & Francis Group, 1995), 4,  
ProQuest Ebook Central. 
4 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 
Theory”, Theatre Journal 40, no.4 (December 1988), 519-531. 
5 Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution”, 523. 
6 Stone, “Sexual difference”. 
7 Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution”, 528. 
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irrefutable; one simply cannot deny that women and men have different bodies? “In cis-

heteronormative gender ontology, naturalness is part of the pattern ‘sex is biological, that 

which is biological is natural, natural is true, and true is real.’”8.  

 

In my individual research project9 I learned about the plasticity of the body and the many 

biological factors and variations that make up biological sex. The nature of bodies is not 

categorical but more composite; we are all a mixture of chromosomes, hormones, physical 

traits and mental traits that create a whole. While there are indeed differences between 

females and males, there are many variants both in the physical and genetical composition (as 

well as in the behavioral and psychological aspects) of humans. A spectrum is actually a more 

accurate way of describing biological sex10. This is not a new notion, as Thomas Laqueur 

pointed out in 1992, biology is not exempt from the social discourse11. While biology may 

appear binary,“[…] reality is dependent on the thoughts and acts of those who attest that 

reality; it is contingent and discursive.”12 Before the 18th century society understood sex based 

on a one-sex model13 so I see no reason why the current two-sex model should remain 

unchallenged. “One is too few, and two is only one possibility.”14 So, if the lines between 

female and male are not so clear-cut, what exists beyond this binary?15 How do we begin to 

explore what we have never known? 

2.4. Shifting perspectives 

“Drag does not reveal how people become men or women or what it is to be a man or a 

woman; it reveals how becoming and being a man, a woman, or a person of any gender is not 

imposed by nature or biology but is always socially constructed”16 Although there is no 

 
8 Otto Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination: Rediscovering Drag, Reconstructing Gender” (Master’s 
thesis, University of Turku, April 2019), 23. 
9 I collaborated with biologist Arnar Pálsson to learn more about sex determination and biological sex. 
10 Claire Ainsworth, “Sex Redefined,” Nature News 518, no. 7539 (February 18, 2015), 288–91.  
11 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1992). 
12 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 23. 
13 In this one-sex model, the female anatomy was viewed as an imperfect and mutated version of the male 
anatomy. 
14 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), 
180. 
15 I want to stress that although I believe bodies are composite rather than categorical, I value each individual’s 
choices and feelings when it comes to sex and gender. Acceptance and tolerance come first; it is perfectly fine to 
be comfortable within one’s (binary) sex. The problem arises when an expectation of binary sex infringes on 
freedom of expression or basic human rights.   
16 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 21. 
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current consensus of the definition of drag17, it is commonly perceived as a performance 

where the performer is dressed in clothes representative of the opposite sex18. Butler suggests 

that the act of drag is in itself a form of subverting the hegemonic discourse on gender, “[…] 

by not only making us question what is real, and what has to be, but by showing us how 

contemporary notions of reality can be questioned, and new modes of reality instituted.”19 

Following this line of thinking, drag does not exemplify ‘what gender is’, as much as it allows 

us to question how gender has come to be. Lehtonen argues for a revision of the 

contemporary understanding of ‘drag’, dissociating it from cross-dressing. He suggests ‘drag’ 

be “[…] used only for the medium or artistic practice: if it is drag, then it is art.”20 Lehtonen’s 

revision could offer alternative ways of exploring gender/sex21, shifting the emphasis from a 

crossdressing performance to an artistic play on gender politics. I believe drag has the 

capacity to go beyond the binary, offering exploration of masculine/feminine22 aesthetics 

without biological constraints. Within the queer communities and the art of drag, queens like 

Milk (figures 5-7) and Sasha Velour (figures 8-9) have been exploring aesthetics that go 

beyond the binary. Drag culture’s current rise in popularity23 has discarded the stigma 

traditionally connected with being gender nonconforming, shifting it from shame to a point of 

pride and playfulness. If we no longer need to define ourselves as ‘the same’ or ‘either/or’, 

perhaps the future is about exploring how we can be ‘both’ or ‘neither’ or ‘whatever’?   

 

3. Strategies  
During my Master’s program I have struggled to free myself from society’s binary 

definitions. I have repeatedly found myself and my feelings predefined by being a ‘woman’. 

 
17 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”. 
18 Traditionally understood as men dressing up and performing as women. However, this is a generalization of a 
multifaceted performance culture. See Lehtonen’s “The Image of Your Imagination” for an excellent discussion 
about the origins of drag and thoughts about drag’s place in contemporary art history.  
19 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender, (London: Routledge, 2004), 217, ProQuest Ebook Central. 
20 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 68. 
21 Although sex and gender are two separate notions, they sometimes overlap in social significance. Addressing 
one turns into addressing the other. I find it helpful to use ‘sex/gender’ and ‘gender/sex’ depending on whether 
the emphasis is on gender or sex. 
22 While notions like ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ might seem binary, they need not be limited to a binary world 
view. You do not have to be ‘a man’ in order to be ‘masculine’ nor do you have to be a ‘woman’ to be 
‘feminine’, these qualities are subjective and up for grabs by all genders and sexes in my opinion.  
“[…]masculinity and femininity, the ‘signs of gender,’ are still firmly associated with cisgender men’s and 
women’s bodies. However, differences are contingent and mobile: neither masculinity nor femininity can be 
traced to any one gender or physique because they are always particular and interwoven with gender, sexuality, 
dis/ability, class, race, size, and age.” Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 58. 
23 Since airing in 2009, Ru Paul's drag race has contributed to bringing drag into mainstream pop culture. 
Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”. 
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My art somehow kept revolving around being female, because I could not escape the 

restrictions I felt had been placed on me by my body. It was difficult to ignore that public 

debate surrounding gender and sex seemed confined to men versus women, and I was 

uncertain how to challenge it. 

3.1. Resisting 

When I began exploring gender theory, my initial strategy was to resist the gendered rules that 

were stifling me. I questioned how gendered expectations had influenced my private life and 

contested double standards in my closest relationships. In my marriage, this questioning has 

led to numerous discussions and soul searching, at times challenging but ultimately 

strengthening the relationship.  

 

A recurring theme has been the expectation that women should be hairless. Growing up with 

the ‘I’m your Venus, I’m your fire’ commercial, I never questioned why I was removing my 

body hair, only how. Reflecting on this, I wondered how my body hair became offensive, 

while my husband’s hair was expected and even celebrated? It seems like a small issue, but 

this was actually my first realization concerning the expectations towards my body. If I didn’t 

alter it to fit a generic stereotype it somehow became ‘unfit’ or ‘unappealing’. When entering 

into a long-distance relationship, I decided to resist this gendered expectation of being 

hairless24. Exploring the growth of my body hair, I stopped shaving and waxing. I 

documented this exploration photographically, initially thinking it a curiosity and a desire to 

find beauty in the ‘offensive’ hair. However, the hair growth only brought about disgust and 

shame. Whenever I took off my clothes I felt ashamed, consumed by the idea that other 

people would see it and judge me. My photographic documentation, ‘Hair, 2018’ (figures 10-

13) became a matter of exploring the disgust such a minor change in my appearance triggered. 

In the durational performance ‘REsister, 2018’25 I used hair as a medium to confront the 

internalized norms that led me to associate disgust with my body hair (figures 14-24). With 

the project ‘Abstract Hair, 2019’ I explored separating the hair from the rest of my body, 

almost abstracting it (figures 25-27). Displaying body hair in this manner felt like laying my 

mind and my body bare, but there was also an element of empowerment in resisting a norm 

that was so deeply ingrained in me.  

 

 
24 Fearing he would not find me attractive, I did not want to explore my body hair while we were living together.  
25 Link to video excerpts of the whole performance: https://youtu.be/ZcXQiAEdyoA  
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In ‘Hair removal, 2019’ (figures 28-31) I documented the process of removing the hair, 

exploring my reactions to it once it was off my body. At this point I realized my project was 

not only about resisting societal norms26, it was also a confrontation of my personal issues. 

After experimenting with my body hair for a year and forcing myself to be comfortable with 

it, I was still disgusted by it. When I finally ‘allowed’ myself to start shaving again the relief 

was immense. This relief could be a testament to how hard it is to make changes in behavior 

conditioned through decades. Or perhaps by then I had discovered other ways of dealing with 

gendered expectations?  

3.2. Watching myself 

Parallel to my exploration with hair, I documented other parts of my body. With the series 

‘Body, 2019’ (figures 32-34) I explored abstracting body parts, what stories could my body 

tell when framed in different manners? What types of narratives existed beyond the way I 

usually presented it? In ‘Markings, 2019’ (figures 35-37) I continued this process by looking 

at body parts with markings on them as a result of me wearing constricting clothing.  

 

Photographing myself has gradually become an integral part of my practice. It started as a 

documentation, exploring how I conform to gendered norms like waxing or wearing 

uncomfortable clothing. I now see it as a way of looking at my body from different angles, 

using photography to answer the questions I am dealing with. These photographs are usually 

in series, readdressing the same things from slightly different angles. In my mind they 

function together as a bank of visual research. I see the photo series as finished art pieces, but 

they should be seen together in order to fully make sense. The basis of these explorations are 

my own gendered expectations, feelings about needing to conform to an image of a woman, 

while also wanting to oppose it. Gendered norms and rules can become restricting, leaving me 

feeling disgusted or alienated from myself without tools to confront these feelings. I see my 

research as a way of dealing with gendered issues, but I question the normative potential in 

this type of resistance. I explore gender and sex in my work in order to contribute to the 

discourse, and I believe art can influence societal change. However, I question whether my 

project has the potential to go beyond me, or if my explorations are actually an alternate form 

of narcissism? 

 
26 Discussing it with my peers it was obvious that these feelings were not universal, but contingent on the 
environment you grew up in. While my childhood friends all related to my plight, my new classmates did not 
share this disgust towards body hair. 
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3.3. A different sort of repeating 
 

Looking back on my previous projects like ‘Tungt, 2013’27, I see that while gender was not in 

the forefront of this piece, the material is nevertheless subtly subverting a stereotypical vision 

of the female as fragile or precious. Using gravity as a source of inspiration, all three female 

dancers threw themselves around on stage in costumes with protection-gear from different 

sport genres (figures 38-41). I connect this to Butler’s thoughts about the subversive28, acts 

with the potential to re-signify gender norms. Instead of repeating the same pattern again and 

again, subversion allows for ‘a different sort of repeating’. This is alluring to me both as an 

artist and a citizen, granting me agency when I thought I was stuck in a predestined pattern. 

Perhaps subversion is the way to undermine the current gender normativity?  

 

I think there is something subversive about presenting narratives that don’t conform with 

stereotypes. In my work I have tried to be aware of gendered expectations in order to avoid 

pitfalls that will enforce gender norms. With a background in dance, there is a tradition of 

stereotypical narratives I want to steer clear of. Traditionally, female roles have been fragile 

and beautiful creatures, whereas the typically stronger male dancers are usually cast for the 

roles that require lifting, such as hunters or princes. From such a perspective, gender roles in 

dance performances tend to be stereotypical. I don’t think we should accept that the same 

narrative keeps repeating itself over and over – simply because it is practical. With the 

performance  ‘The Dancing Body, 2018’29 I wanted to subvert this hegemonic narrative. I 

worked subtly with gender, sex and sexuality to normalize different bodies being together in 

various ways (figures 42-44). The performers had different body shapes and skin colors. They 

were also from various dance disciplines with their own individual movement languages. One 

part of the project was devoted to the dancers’ own movement styles and the interaction 

between them and the young audience (figure 45). In the creation process I was conscious of 

where their movement originated and how the performers related to each other with respect to 

gender. Another part of ‘The Dancing Body, 2018’ was exploring the body by abstracting it. 

Using a flexible white fabric, we were almost deconstructing the bodies and body parts 

behind the canvas (figures 46-48). I wanted to look at the multitude of narratives that can be 

expressed by a single body. By seeing only parts of the body, the audience could focus on the 

 
27 The Norwegian word ‘Tungt’ translates to ‘heavy’, in this context also referring to gravity. Link to trailer: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7RV7aFSPppQ  
28 Butler, Undoing Gender, 30. 
29 Link to the whole performance: https://youtu.be/WaGEJmiCgFs  
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materiality of it. With ‘The Dancing Body, 2018’ I wanted to explore narratives that 

challenged both audience and performers in their approach to interaction between human 

beings. 

 

Butler stresses how gender is constituted of mundane acts, repetition and time. I think these 

components are equally important when working with the subversive. Gender normativity is 

deeply rooted in society and within ourselves. I see a potential for change in slowly and subtly 

subverting the stereotypical by creating room for other types of gendered expressions. 

However, the subversive project is time-consuming. It requires multiple people repeating 

things differently over a long period of time in order to shift the status quo. Starting my 

Master’s project, I began wondering if my previous attempts to address gender and sex had 

been too passive? Thinking about the changes I felt had to happen in society, my work 

seemed miles away from achieving anything. My aim remained the same, but I began 

searching for a different strategy.  

 
“Advancing toward the other […] requires a different way of speaking than the one that we 
currently know […] such a path demands forgetting words previously defined, progressing 
beyond their frontiers and asking language itself how it can allow acceding to proximity.”30 

 

3.4. Resisting and repeating in circles? 

Progressing in my work and thoughts around sex/gender, I came to find the strategies of 

resisting and subverting inadequate. Resistance offered ways to deal with the gendered 

restrictions, and subversion supplied agency to shift the limits of these restrictions. However, 

I felt that my work was not taking the audience as far as I wanted them to go. “Resistance and 

subversion are limited modes of action because their displacements remain within the 

parameters of the given, within the existing rules of the game rather than challenging the 

game itself”31. The dilemma is characteristic in critical theory, searching for a way out of 

predestined patterns.  My theoretical exploration offered various questions as well as differing 

solutions to the gendered binary. However, through my reading of Irigaray, Butler and 

Haraway I was, perhaps more importantly, left with a feeling of commonality. While vastly 

different, they somehow still share a rejection of the established truth.   

 
30 Luce Irigaray, Way of Love, trans. Heidi Bostic and Stephen Pluháček (London: Continuum, 2002), 57, 
Google Books. 
31 Lois McNay, “Agency”, in The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, ed. Lisa Disch and Mary Hawkesworth 
(Oxford University Press, 2015), 13. 
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“While poststructuralist thinking comprises disparate theories, these share an insistence on (a) 
showing that all identity categories silence or exclude certain differences, (b) denaturalizing 
and deconstructing identity, and (c) highlighting that any idea of the ‘authentic’ subject is the 
product/construct of humanist discourse itself".32   
 

I had set out to expand the restrictions of gender and sex, only to find myself going in circles 

around the binary I was trying to escape. Perhaps I needed to engage people more directly in 

order to collectively change these notions? And maybe the solution wasn’t pushing at existing 

boundaries, but rather shattering the notion of sex/gender itself?33 However, gender 

normativity is not necessarily visible in society, how can I expand something most people 

might not even realize they are perpetuating? Is it possible to revise a binary taught and 

practiced since early childhood?  

 

4. Creating space 
Searching for a new strategy it became important to engage my audience, that they not only 

‘understand’ these issues, but would somehow ‘feel’ the urgency of them. In a world where 

notions of sex and gender seem increasingly important, a revision requires some sort of 

common ground and shared purpose. I want to make space for this sharing, and I believe that 

affect and emotions are keys to commonality. “Maybe then, when being more being than 

gender, we merge. I feel what you feel, you feel what she feels, I feel what he feels and you 

feel what I feel.”34  

4.1. Affect, emotional space  

The performance ‘Skorða/Styrkur, 2019’35 (figures 49-51) was a site-specific durational 

performance at the Einar Jónsson Museum that lasted for 2 hours. When the audience entered 

the room, I was lying underneath a large pile of clay that covered the lower half of my body. 

Lying on my front with my back exposed and resting my head on the floor, my face was 

covered by my hair. I was naked and my arms were stretched out in front of me clawing on 

 
32 Nadine Ehlers, “Identities,” in The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, ed. Lisa Disch and Mary 
Hawkesworth (Oxford University Press, 2015), 11. 
33 My proposal is to open the mind to alternate ways of being that stretches beyond the binary. I do not intend to 
force anyone into being non-gendered. The binary should be dismantled to the extent that it does not force 
people unwillingly and unknowingly into gender roles. Opposing the binary can sometimes be interpreted as 
anti-transgender or ‘TERF’ (trans exclusionary radical feminism), a discourse I do not sympathize with.  
34 Malin Bülow, “Jag i Andra: a textual attempt to rub the surface of gendered dichotomies to amalgamate 
oxymorons, to merge, embody and penetrate – a re-formation of inside/outside,”, n.d., 4, Malin Bülow (blog) 
[Accessed September 25, 2019].  
35 Link to video excerpt of performance: https://youtu.be/EUCSI9_eIWE  
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the floor, struggling to get out from underneath the heavy clay. Centered in the room, it was 

possible to walk around the performance. There were no significant shifts in the movement 

and the dramaturgy stayed the same throughout the performance until it ended. The 

performance was ongoing when the audience entered the space and ended after they had left 

the room.  

 

I considered this performance a dialogue between myself and the onlooker(s), including the 

senses beyond sight and vocal communication. While performing, these senses were 

heightened – I could almost feel the audience’s gaze on my skin as I strained to hear their 

conversations or footsteps around me. The communication changed based on the people 

watching. At times I would be performing for just one person, and while the onlooker could 

observe me freely, every tiny sound they made was enhanced in the silent room as if they 

were also performing for me. The connection between myself and the individual watching me 

was palpable. When the room filled with people, I became a tiny voice in a myriad of 

conversations, to be observed and looked at. When performing for no one, it sometimes felt 

like shouting into an empty space. I intended ‘Skorða/Styrkur, 2019’ as a comment on how 

we are stuck in society’s understanding of gender. Directly confronting the spectator with my 

continuous struggle felt like a protest or an act of rebellion. Performing it, however, many 

people approached to express concern for me. The reaction surprised me, as I expected a 

critical audience that was cynical rather than sympathetic. Their sympathy did not victimize 

me, it felt more like solidarity. One spectator stayed for almost two hours, continuously 

encouraging me through whispered exclamations like ‘you can do it’ and ‘go on’. “The social 

transmission of emotions, that which occurs in the interpersonal room, makes us ‘similar to 

each other’”36. Perhaps there was something about the proximity and ‘reality’ that allowed 

people to feel something? Maybe being faced with another human being created empathy? 

Was this affect, “[…] bodily, non-conscious, non-textual, but daringly present”37? Affect has  

been described as “[…] potential: a body’s capacity to affect and to be affected”38. Some 

 
36Malin Bülow, “Jag i System, Kroppslig (in) fusionsestetik/Potentiella fält för emotionell propagering/Poetisk 
tystnad/Pulmonell aktivitet/ Positionsbestämmelse #3”, n.d., Malin Bülow (blog) [Accessed September 25, 2019] 
My translation. “Den sociala överföringen av känslor, det som sker i det mellanmänskliga rummet, gör att vi blir 
‘lika varandra’”. 
37Bülow, “Jag i Andra”, 6. 
38 Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg, “Introduction: An Inventory of Shimmers”, in The Affect  
Theory Reader eds. Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 2. 
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believe affect exists beyond conscious knowing, reaching beyond emotions39, enabling us to 

move beyond one single subject. Although connected to emotion, I believe affect denotes the 

physical as well as the emotional way bodies affect and become affected. But what is the 

relation between affect, the physical space, the participation and the presence of a human 

being in a performance?  

4.2. Movement, physical space 

“I want to create space for the non-verbal and the non-intentional, but nonetheless 

unifying.”40 In one of my previous performances, ‘Noise Control, 2014’41 I collaborated with 

other artists to make a space where the audience could wander among visual art, soundscapes 

and movements (figures 52-54). Removed from the traditional theatrical seating, the audience 

could move about freely while the performers stayed mostly stationary in marked areas. In 

“Noise Control, 2014” there was a layer of understanding between artist and audience that I 

had not felt before. Something happened between the performers and spectators that left me 

as a performer feeling close to the strangers surrounding me. Maybe it was the physical 

proximity with the audience being free to move around the performers? Perhaps the 

connection came from the audience themselves interacting with the performers through 

movement42? I believe that the physical space and the movement somehow allowed an 

emotional communication that I had not experienced in previous performances.  

 

‘Noise Control, 2014’ sparked my fascination with audience participation and installational 

performances43. Could a combination of notions from sculpture, performance and exhibition 

create a more communicative space? In installational performances, the onlooker is free to 

come and go as they wish. The physical space allows and encourages movement and 

exploration of the performance from different angles, much like you might move around a 

sculpture. Malin Bülow works in a similar manner, exploring human sculptures and 

movement that are “[…] so still, it is best described as an elastic sculpture or a performative 

 
39 Although affect has become a central feminist topic, Sara Ahmed holds that it is not always beneficial to 
separate between ‘affect’ and ‘emotions’. She advocates for a continued use of the term ‘emotions’ so we can 
expand on the body of feminist theory that already exists. Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014). I partly agree with her assessment but I think that the term 
‘affect’ somehow reaches beyond emotion into the physical body.  
40 Bülow, “Jag i System”. My translation. “Jag vill skapa rum för det icke-verbala och det icke-intentionala, men 
likväl sammanbindande.”. 
41 Link to trailer: https://youtu.be/0Aj1mH1pnRI  
42 In several performances the audience ended up dancing themselves.  
43 This is not an established term, but a concept I have been using when referring to my practice of combining 
performance and installations.  
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stillife”44 (figures 55-57). Bülow explores space in relation to being physically close and 

connected. She also writes about the emotional sphere, advocating for an intuitive 

understanding of affect.  
 

Beyond meaning lays feeling. The presence of a third person singular whose mental inner is 
tacitly fused with yours, ‘to feel someone feel what you feel’, the shared subjective, a blurred 
boundary of inside/outside, that is what makes the difference.45 

 

Although similar to interactive performances, the installational performance does not 

necessarily require participation beyond visual exploration. In ‘REsister, 2018’ the 

installation was installed against a wall (figure 58), but in ‘Skorða/Styrkur, 2019’ the 

audience was able to move around the whole performance (figure 59). In the video work46 

that was connected to the performance, I installed the artwork in a manner that guided the 

audience to move in order to see it (figures 60-61). I don’t think moving the audience 

physically automatically moves them in an emotional way, but I somehow see the physical 

movement as important. Perhaps it breaks down some barrier, that the physical movement 

somehow opens up a space for emotional response? Maybe the movement allows the 

audience to feel their bodies, thereby freeing their minds? Movement continues to be central 

in my investigation - physically moving the audience, using my movement as research47, and 

metaphorically moving society towards a more accepting future. “I want the logical 

movements of emotions to override your cognitive attempts to understand.” 48 

 

5. Moving beyond the binary 
I have been searching for a way to move beyond the binary, without knowing how to get 

there. I have worried that it isn’t my story to tell. Realizing that the biological spectrum exists 

in all of us gave me a new perspective on this. All bodies are a mixture of different 

composites and exploring the nuances of my own body is not necessarily appropriation of 

someone else’s story. This exploration led to the works ‘Back, 2019’49 (figures 62-63) and 

 
44 Malin Bülow,  “Firkanta elastisitet - skulptur i spenn”, n.d., Malin Bülow (blog) [Accessed October 09, 2019].  
45 Bülow, “Jag i Andra”, 3. 
46 Link to video work: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AZp5-kwKA5s&feature=youtu.be  
47 I have been using movement and improvisation as a visual and physical research method. Exploring 
movement in the studio has sparked ideas and notions that can also be further examined using other mediums.  
48 Bülow, “Jag i System.” My translation.“Jag vill att känslornas logiska rörelser överröstar dina kognitiva försök 
att förstå”. 
49 Link to video excerpt: https://youtu.be/3dfI-yDj90k  
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‘Front, 2019’50 (figures 64-66). In these works, I focus on specific areas of my body and the 

gendering of body parts. In ‘Back, 2019’ I explored photography (figures 67-68) and video, 

discovering that video captured more interesting nuances. Certain types of movements 

highlighted the muscles of my back, making the body stereotypically ‘masculine’, while other 

types of movement seemed more ‘feminine’. I think the work itself moves between masculine 

and feminine, fluidly shifting between different expressions. In ‘Front, 2019’ I worked with 

the front of my torso, hiding my breasts and my face figuring these would remove the 

gendered ambiguity. I have always felt that my face ‘reveals my femininity’, makeup and hair 

playing a big part in gendering me as a female. My next project ‘Face, 2019’ tested this 

hypothesis (figure 69). Having cut my hair short, I did a series of self-portraits showing my 

face, first without any makeup at all, and then gradually putting on more and more makeup. I 

took several photographs of myself, again finding movement and posture important. A simple 

headshot of my face without makeup did not do much to confuse my gender. However, 

tensing the shoulder muscles and pushing forward my jaw moved it towards an androgynous 

or gender fluid expression. The photographs with makeup (figure 70) were no different from 

regular selfies. The photographs without makeup, where I worked with posture and facial 

features, were different. They were ‘of me’ but not the way I would normally present myself 

to people. My makeup and hair have become a protective cloak of sorts, without it I am 

almost afraid people will not recognize me as a woman. My identity is still so deeply 

connected to being a woman, perhaps I don’t know who I am outside a binary? 

5.1. Moving outside the binary 

“After all, if it is never represented – talked about, written about, portrayed, depicted – if there 

are no words or images for it, it does not exist as a possibility”51. Moving beyond the binary, I 

find Laurence Philomène explores the aesthetics of being non-binary in an interesting manner 

(figures 71-72). In everyday settings they52 portray their reality without hiding the materiality 

of the body. I also connect to Artor Jesus Inkerö, although their ‘holistic body project’ has a 

quite different approach (figures 73-74). Inkerö aims to transform their non-binary image into 

a generic version of the ideal Finnish masculinity53. Through body building, dieting, clothing 

and bodily gestures, Inkerö works to present themselves in a stereotypically masculine image.  

 
50 Link to video excerpts: https://youtu.be/cr7ipX5sBUc  
51 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 7–8. 
52 Identifying as non-binary, both Philomène and Inkerö use the pronouns ‘they/them’. 
53 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 49. 
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Lehtonen connects Inkerö’s holistic body project to drag, discussing “[…] behavioral 

transformations, such as mannerisms, body language […]”54. He suggests a possibility for a 

minimalistic form of drag without makeup, prosthetics or costumes. “Can drag be ‘minimal’ 

to the point of wearing only underwear or nothing at all? Can the body in itself be (in) 

drag?”55. Perhaps placing drag in connection to artistic explorations of gender/sex can offer an 

alternate way of relating to and understanding the topics? I have found Lehtonen’s 

terminology helpful in connection to my own practice. Although I wouldn’t consider my work 

drag, I relate to his references to ‘behavioral transformations’56. I use my body and my 

movements to change or influence the gendering of my body, and behavioral transformations 

are an important part of the work. The transformation might be behavioral and temporary, and 

the framing manipulates the presentation of my body, but the material facets of my body are 

not temporary. Sex (and gender) is a spectrum in all bodies and not just in mine at this certain 

point in time when I take this photo or shoot this video. Like Lehtonen’s ponderings about 

drag I don’t have the power to “[…] make truth claims about the real or to reconstruct notions 

of gender or the human.”57. However, I hope my work can enter into the discourse regarding 

gender/sex as being constructed rather than inherent.  

5.2. Moving on to the bigger picture 

I imagine the biological spectrum as an infinite of possibilities, not situated along a linear 

axis, but muddled together in a huge grid, much like a mosaic. The metaphor of a mosaic has 

different layers. Similar to the biological spectrum of our bodies, it is also an analogy of 

Butler’s theory of gender as a collection of acts. The acts can be repeated individually, but 

they are parts of a larger system. I see the mosaic in my work - documenting my body and 

deconstructing it to examine it from different angles. Jo Spence wrote something similar 

about her project ‘Beyond the family album’ where she wanted to  “[…] reverse the process 

of the way I had been constructed as a woman by deconstructing myself visually in an attempt 

to identify the process by which I had been 'put together'”58 I also relate to Carolee 

Schneemann’s work  ‘Portrait Partials’ (figure 75), enjoying the visual mosaic of almost 

 
54 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 44. 
55 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 56. 
56 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 44. 
57 Lehtonen, “The Image of Your Imagination”, 38. 
58 Jo Spence, Putting Myself in the Picture: A Political, Personal, and Photographic Autobiography (Seattle: 
Real Comet Press, 1988), 83. 
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abstract self-portraits. The body parts become connected through the mosaic they are arranged 

into, and I imagine that my own photo series could be presented in a similar manner. Thinking 

of bodies as mosaics allows me to see my own body as able to exist outside the narrative 

society has constructed for me. Rather than being forced into a gendered box, I can explore 

ways of gendering myself differently, getting to know sides of myself that are not confined by 

my apparent femininity. My exploration has gradually centered more and more around 

surfaces. Leading up to my solo exhibition, I visually explored the physical surfaces of my 

body while reflecting on how the appearance of these surfaces has impacted my life.  

 

6. Surfacing  
My solo show, ‘Surfacing, 2020’ took place in Kubburinn at Laugarnes, opening the 28th of 

February 2020. In practical terms it was an installation with sculptural elements and video 

projection. Entering the room, there were sheets of fabric hanging in different heights from 

wooden contraptions in the ceiling (figure 76). There were different types of fabric, varying 

from very sheer to slightly denser material (figures 77-79). Four projectors projected videos 

onto the sheets from each corner of the room. The projections were turned vertical through the 

use of mirrored boxes59 (figures 80-81 ). The mirrored boxes were made of wood and placed 

together with the projectors on wooden shelves in various heights.  

 

The videos that were projected onto the fabric were loops of electron microscope photos60 that 

I have taken of my own skin. I used nine photos taken of two different pieces of skin, ranging 

from 35 to 6000 times magnification (figures 82-90). I originally wanted to project videos, but 

it did not work well with the fabric. Instead I looped the electron microscope photos and 

added blacks between each to create movement in the still photographs61. The projectors 

emitted a slight hum, creating soft background noises throughout the space. With all four 

projectors running at the same time the result was constantly changing light conditions, 

sometimes it would be very dark (figures 91-92) and at other times it would get quite bright 

(figure 93). The changing light influenced the feeling of the space, highlighting how the eye 

 
59 It is not possible to turn the projector on its side so I made a contraption that would change the direction of the 
projection. The mirrored boxes became important sculptural elements, highlighting the way the projection 
functions practically.   
60 The scanning electron microscope (SEM) uses beams of electrons to scan over surfaces of solid objects in 
order to build up an image of the details of the surface structure. Savile Bradbury and Brian J. Ford, “Electron 
Microscope”. In Encyclopaedia Britannica Online (August, 2019) 
https://www.britannica.com/technology/electron-microscope [Accessed March 17, 2020]. 
61 I put together two different loops where the duration of the photographs and the duration of the blacks varied. 
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adjusted to the light. Over time, the projections would illuminate certain aspects of the 

exhibition, allowing you to see the other elements in the space (figure 94).   

 

Mounted on the wall was a cast of my back, inspired  by the video ‘Back, 2019’. This video 

work explored the gendering of my back, and I wondered if the same could be done with a 

cast. At first the lack of movement and tension in the cast disappointed me (figure 95). 

However, while photographing it, I discovered that proper lighting could create movement in 

the still figure (figures 96-98). Seeing the details and texture of the skin and the pores (figures 

99-101) made the cast more intriguing to me. In the exhibition, the cast would never get 

directly hit by the projections, but at times it would be illuminated by the projector to its right 

side. This would cast shadows across the sculpture, simulating the movement that I was 

initially hoping to achieve when I made the cast (figures 102-103). 

 

I printed two of the photographs I took of the cast. These were installed as photographic 

sculptures in the show ‘Surfacing, 2020’ (figures 104-106). The sculptures were printed on 

both sides of the photo paper and rolled up to form columns, almost blending into the floor 

when the room became dark. Although they might resemble Caucasian skin, these sculptures 

are photographs of the cast’s surface. Like the cast they remain static and I think of them as 

remnants of movement, frozen in time and material.  

 

The text in the exhibition catalogue (figure 107) was another integral part of ‘Surfacing, 

2020’, reflecting the thought processes that led me to make the show. It felt important to give 

the audience some information about the theoretical part of my practice, as well as guide them 

in discovering the different elements of the show62. The text was personal to some degree, 

hinting at why working with sex/gender is important to me. I see the text as a part of the 

exhibition, but I also wanted the exhibition to function without it63.  

 
62 Without explaining all my thoughts and ideas, I wanted to mention the electron microscope photos of my skin 
so that the connection to ‘surfaces’ was clearer. I also wanted to mention that the cast was made of my back and 
that the photographic sculptures were photographs of the cast.  
63 The exhibition can be seen and appreciated without reading the text, but I think the text makes the exhibition 
more relatable, influencing the interpretation of the work a great deal.  



22 

 

7. Reflections 

7.1. Surfaces and sight 

Working towards the exhibition, it became apparent to me that ‘surfaces’ was a common 

denominator in my work. My self-portraits and videos deal with skin, and the outward 

appearance of my body has been a recurring theme in my work. ‘Surfacing, 2020’ dealt with 

surfaces on a microscopic level, showing facets of my skin that can only be seen using an 

electron microscope. It also explored surfaces on a macroscopic level, reflecting how the 

surface plays a part in gendering people. During the critical discussion it was pointed out that 

‘vision’ was a central theme in the exhibition. As a theme, vision relates to how bodies are 

often seen as indicative of a person’s gender, seemingly denoting sex, age and nationality at 

first glance. Vision also refers to the constantly changing light conditions in the space - as one 

gradually becomes accustomed to the darkness, one considers how the eye needs to adjust in 

order to make the space more visible. The way the projections reflected off the mirrors 

connects to vision as well, as you can sometimes see the fracturing of the light into rainbows 

out of the corner of your eye.   

 

At one point, the critical discussion turned towards the shedding of skin. Certain amphibians 

shed their skin, and the fabrics hanging from the ceiling were reminiscent of skin flakes. 

However, it was as if the ‘snake’ had just left the space, because I was not present beyond the 

remnants of my body. This could seem creepy or spooky, but it could also indicate a 

becoming of sorts – some things are left behind as you evolve into something else. I find this 

interesting because I have been evolving, trying to get away from the narrative I feel I have 

been following my whole life. I have struggled to become something else, working to shed 

my former skin. I once felt so comfortable in that skin, I didn’t even recognize that it had been 

constructed around me.  

 

The critical discussion brought up the balance between being personal and abstract, some 

people arguing that ‘Surfacing, 2020’ managed to be both and neither at the same time. It was 

personal but not enough, they still wanted to know more about me. It was also abstract, but 

not so abstracted that one could not tell what it was. It was suggested I nuance it more in the 

future, either being a lot more personal, or making it totally abstract. This is valuable 

feedback, and I think it could be interesting to see how either suggestion might move my 
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work in different directions. However, the surface is shallow by definition. My exhibition 

barley scratches the surface of who I am, because you can’t get to know someone by simply 

looking at their exterior.  

7.2. Shifting the audience 

During the discussion a disparity between the text and the physical space was pointed out. 

The text was described as straightforward and political, and when it was set against the subtle 

and peaceful atmosphere of the physical space, there seemed to be a discordance. The text 

rejected the current system of categorization, advocating that gender is socially constructed 

rather than inherently biological. The physical space did not share this directness. It was 

peaceful and quiet, described as a space for reflection or a pause. The two became almost 

contradictory; a fundamental rejection of society’s categories, taking the form of a subtle and 

calming osmosis.  

 

I have wondered how much to tell the audience when I present work - should I attempt to 

direct their interpretation of my work, or let them figure it out by themselves? In the case of 

my solo show, I believe the text greatly influenced the interpretation and steered the direction 

of the critical discussion. The discussion centered around topics relating to gender theory and 

the body, but it could have taken a different turn if the text had been more abstract. I find it 

paradoxical; on one hand I enjoy that people interpret my art in different manners and I am 

intrigued by how art evokes so many different feelings in different people. On the other hand, 

I want my work to contribute to the discourse surrounding gender/sex, and how can I achieve 

that if my message is misunderstood?  

 

I think it could be a question of activating the conversation, creating space for a dialogue. 

While the exhibition might not be a statement in itself, perhaps it is enough that it facilitates 

conversations? Rather than imposing answers, the space remains reflective, allowing different 

opinions to coexist. “Wonder opens up a collective space, by allowing the surfaces of the 

world to make an impression, as they become see-able or feel-able as surfaces”64. Perhaps a 

space that creates wonder and reflection can be described as an affective space? I imagine 

such a space allows the feeling as well as the thinking sides of oneself to come forward. But 

how is this affect generated?  

 
64 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 183.  
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7.3. The importance of movement  

Rediscovering the importance of movement in my work, I theorized earlier in the thesis that 

movement might be important in order to create affect and empathy. I find it useful to reflect 

on how movement became a part of ‘Surfacing, 2020’65.  

 

I relate to movement in different manners – my own physical movement and the physical 

movement of the audience in the room, as well as the metaphorical movement of a society 

moving towards a more accepting future. In ‘Surfacing, 2020’ movement starts in the title. 

‘Surfacing’ becomes a verb like exploring or working with surfaces, but it also refers to 

someone surfacing from the deep. I see this movement as going forward, representing 

progress and evolution.  

 

While making the exhibition I was preoccupied with the physical movement of the audience, 

arranging the space in a manner that might invite people to move inside the installation. 

Hanging up the sheets of fabric, I imagined how people would move through the space – at 

times immersed in the videos and other times free to see the bigger picture. At the opening 

people were moving, but they kept to the outskirts of the installation, apparently in order to 

see the images better. Reflecting on this, the critical discussion discussed the importance of 

the audience’s physical movement in the work. The installation had room for people to move 

around, but it did not actually enforce this movement66. We discussed whether my focus on 

moving the audience was related to my background in dance, desiring to break away from the 

traditional stage setting. Within Fine Art it is not uncommon that the audience moves around, 

rather, that is the ‘normal’ state of things. I have since questioned my need to physically move 

the audience. Is it about control? Is it about immersion? After my experiences with ‘Noise 

Control, 2014’ I somehow connect the physical movement of the audience to an emotional 

openness. But perhaps the emotional connection I felt in previous performances is not 

connected to the physical movement of the audience at all?  

 

While ‘Surfacing, 2020’ did not cause the audience to move in a specific manner, it seemed to 

evoke something similar to empathy in some of the people that visited it. The peacefulness 

 
65 I decided early that I did not want to do a performance in relation to my solo exhibition. This was both in order 
to challenge myself, but also because I was intrigued to explore movement without physically moving myself. 
66 For example, if the installation had covered the entire area, it would have forced the audience to move inside it 
in order to enter the room.  



25 

 

and reflection described in the critical discussion indicates an inner movement of sorts. I 

might have overestimated the importance of physical movement, overlooking that inner 

movement can also shift a pause into action, allowing reflection to become exploration. 

7.4. State of mind  

When I first allowed myself to sit down in the exhibition and experience the space, I was 

almost distressed by the peacefulness that swept over me. Stemming from my ideas of 

rebellion and opposition, I expected the artistic output to be slightly more disturbing. The 

stickiness I explored while making the work had disappeared, replaced by something 

peaceful. I wondered if the peacefulness signaled a step backwards, was I retreating back into 

the subtle and subversive?  

 

In the critical discussion someone referred to the exhibition as a moment of empathy, others 

noted that there was an almost spiritual or poetic dimension to it. A feeling of sadness was 

mentioned, the face on the poster seems lost (figure 108), perhaps it is someone who does not 

know who they are or how to go on? Thinking back to the descriptions of the feelings my 

work evoked, I think this is affect, the inner movement, being affected and allowing yourself 

to feel. Perhaps a space that affects you can also be an empathic space, opening you to the 

feelings of others? 

7.5. Final thoughts  

Exploring subversion and resistance in my work led me to the conclusion that society needs to 

re-conceptualize gender and biological sex. Reflecting on how ‘Surfacing, 2020’ fits in, I 

think that the answer is connected to affect and empathy. ‘Surfacing, 2020’ has been 

described as a space for reflection. I have come to value the peacefulness I experienced, and I 

now consider the exhibition as a becoming and a pause. It signals me as an artist and a person 

trying to move beyond the surface. Yet I am also pausing, using my art to communicate on 

different levels.  

 

The exhibition is not a statement, it is me exploring myself and then allowing this exploration 

to surface. Perhaps the discrepancy between the political nature of the text and the softer 

approach of the physical space, opened the space for affective communication. Instead of 

providing answers to the audience, ‘Surfacing, 2020’ leaves it up to the viewer to think about 

these issues (or not). It does not tell you what to think, it simply leaves the door ajar for you to 
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enter the conversation, perhaps doing so from a place of empathy. And maybe if we allow 

ourselves to feel together, we will at one point surface together, somewhere beyond the binary 

or perhaps in another spectrum altogether?  

 

8. Conclusions 
Gender theory has come to play an important part in my practice, triggering thoughts and 

questions that I have explored and processed through my art. My theoretical exploration has 

impacted on my personal life, pushing me to challenge facets of myself that have been 

previously overlooked. Subsequently, my art and my private life have become entwined to the 

point where a shift in one sphere directly influences the other. 

  

I have explored different strategies through my art in an attempt to answer the question “How 

can we free ourselves from our sex?”. Resistance has offered me ways to deal with the 

gendered restrictions, and subversion has allowed me agency to shift the limits of these 

restrictions. However, I have come to find these strategies inadequate. I believe the answer 

revolves around re-conceptualizing sex/gender. If we free ourselves to move beyond the 

binary of female/male towards a more multifaceted spectrum, I think the potential is 

unlimited. 

 
Notions from drag may offer entry points into expanding the concepts of sex/gender in an 

artistic context. I am intrigued by the possibility of a minimalistic version of drag, can we 

expand the concept until the body itself can be in drag?  

 

Realizing that bodies are composite rather than categorical has given me agency to explore 

my own body beyond a binary. Thinking about my body as a mosaic allows me to see my 

own body as able to exist outside the narrative society has constructed for me. Visually 

deconstructing my body through my art has helped me shift my focus away from biological 

determination. I have explored different ways such a shift can be transferred from my art into 

other parts of society.  

 

Through analyzing my past and current work, I have re-discovered the importance of 

movement in my practice. This includes physically moving the audience (and myself), as well 

as metaphorically moving society towards a more accepting future where we are not defined 
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by our bodies. I believe that communication is key to empathy, which is what I think society 

needs in order to find a common ground in our humanity.  

 

There are different roads to communication. I believe one avenue is openness, to not crowd 

the conversation with already formed answers. In ‘Surfacing, 2020’ the work was not a 

statement in itself, perhaps leaving the space open for people to explore their commonality in 

a non-judgmental way. I am uncertain how physical movement can impact emotional 

response and affect. I have come to consider affect as relating more to an inner movement, 

when you become affected and allow yourself to feel. The connection between the space, the 

audience and the movement, and their relation to affect and empathy, requires further 

investigation.  

 

If we can shift the focus from binary bodies to a spectrum of minds, feelings and bodies, I 

believe society will benefit from the diversity that follows. I think art can urge us to engage 

critically with these aspects of our society, moving us beyond predetermined patterns. And if 

we allow ourselves to feel, to empathize and to be affectionate, then perhaps we can free 

ourselves from our sex? Perhaps we will then surface together somewhere beyond the binary 

or perhaps in another spectrum altogether?  
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Figure 10
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair (2018-2019).

Figure 11
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair (2018-2019). 40



Figure 12
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair (2018-2019).

Figure 13
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair (2018-2019). 41



Figure 14
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).

Figure 15
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
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Figure 16
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).

Figure 17
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
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Figure 19
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 18
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figures 20 and 21
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 22
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance 
‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 23
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 24
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 25
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Abstract Hair (2019).
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Figure 26
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Abstract Hair (2019).

Figure 27
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Abstract Hair (2019).
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Figure 28
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair Removal (2019).

Figure 29
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair Removal (2019).
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Figure 30
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair Removal (2019).

Figure 31
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Hair Removal (2019).
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Figure 32
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Body (2019).

Figure 33
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Body (2019).
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Figure 34
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Body (2019).

Figure 35
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Markings (2019).
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Figure 37
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Markings (2019).

Figure 36
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the photo series Markings (2019).
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Figure 38
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Tungt' (2013).
Choreography: Mari Bø. Dancers: Maria Ulvestad, Mari Bø and Åsne Storli.
Photo credit: Stina Grønbech.

Figures 39, 40 and 41
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Tungt' (2013).
Choreography: Mari Bø. Dancers: Åsne Storli, Mari Bø and Maria Ulvestad. 
Photo credit: Stina Grønbech.
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Figure 42
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘The Dancing Body’ (2018).
Dancers: Bao Andre Nguyen, Hanna Fause.
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard.

Figure 43
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘The Dancing Body' (2018).
Dancers: Sarjo Sankareh, Bao Andre Nguyen and Åsne Storli.
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard. 55



Figure 44
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘The Dancing Body’ (2018).
Dancers: Hanna Fause, Åsne Storli , Bao Andre Nguyen and Sarjo Sankareh. 
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard.
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Figure 45
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘The Dancing Body’ (2018).
Dancers: Åsne Storli, Bao Andre Nguyen.
Photo credit: Mathilde Torsøe.

Figure 46
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘The Dancing Body’ (2018).
Dancers: Åsne Storli and Sarjo Sankareh (behind the canvas).
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard. 57



Figure 47
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘The Dancing Body’ (2018).
Dancers: Åsne Storli, Hanna Fause, Bao Andre Nguyen and Sarjo Sankareh (all three behind the canvas).
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard.

Figure 48
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance 'The Dancing Body’ (2018).
Dancers: Åsne Storli and Sarjo Sankareh (behind the canvas).
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard. 58



Figure 49
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘Skorða/Styrkur’ at the Einar Jónsson Museum (2019).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 50
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘Skorða/Styrkur’ at the Einar Jónsson Museum (2019).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.



Figure 51
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘Skorða/Styrkur’ at the Einar Jónsson Museum (2019).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 52
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Noise Control’ (2014).
Choreographers Mari Bø and Silje Solheim Johnsen.
Dancers: Åsne Storli, Bao Andre Nguyen, Mari Bø and Maria Landmark.
Scenography: Mari Lotherington and Eirik Velum Vagli Østbye.
Photo credit: Jamie M. Bivard.
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Figure 53
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Noise Control’ (2014).
Choreographers Mari Bø and Silje Solheim Johnsen.
Dancers: Åsne Storli and Mari Bø.
Scenography: Mari Lotherington and Eirik Velum Vagli Østbye.
Photo credit: Eirik Ruud.

Figure 54
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Noise Control’ (2014).
Choreographers Mari Bø and Silje Solheim Johnsen.
Dancers: Silje Solheim Johnsen, Åsne Storli, Mari Bø and Bao Andre Nguyen.
Scenography: Mari Lotherington and Eirik Velum Vagli Østbye.
Photo credit: Eirik Ruud.
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Figure 55
Bülow, Malin ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Symbiotic Sways’ (2017).
Presented at Cosmoscow International Art Fair, Moscow.
Photo credits: Malin Bülow and Simen Øvergaard.

Available from: http://www.malinbulow.com/work#/symbiotic-sways/ [Accessed 15.10.2019].

Figure 56
Bülow, Malin ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Firkanta elastisitet – Skulptur i Spenn’ (2017).
Presented at Performance Festival Kunstbanken – Hedmark Kunstsenter, Hamar.
Photo credits: Malin Bülow and Fruzsina Berkes.

Available from: http://www.malinbulow.com/work#/firkanta-elastisitet-skulptur-i-spenn-kunstbanken-
hedmark-kunstsenter-1/ [Accessed 15.10.2019].
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Figure 57
Bülow, Malin ‘Untitled’, from the performance ‘Elastic Bonding’ (2019).
Presented at Multiplié Dancefestival, Trondheim.
Photo credits: Susann Jamtøy.

Available from: http://www.malinbulow.com/work#/elastic-bonding-multipli-dance-festival/
[Accessed 15.10.2019].
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Figure 58
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘REsister’ (2018).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 59
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance. 
‘Skorða/Styrkur’ at the Einar Jónsson Museum (2019).
Photo credit: Guðrún Sigurðardóttir.
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Figure 60
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘Skorða/Styrkur’ at the Einar Jónsson Museum (2019).
Photo credit: Patrik Ontkovic.



Figure 62
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, still from the series Back (2019).

Figure 61
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the installational performance ‘Skorða/Styrkur’ at the Einar Jónsson Museum (2019). 
Photo credit: Patrik Ontkovic.
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Figure 63
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, still from the series Back (2019).

Figure 64
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, still from the video series Front (2019).
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Figure 65
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, still from the video series Front (2019).

Figure 66
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, still from the video series Front (2019).
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Figure 67
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the series Back (2019).

Figure 68
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, from the series Back (2019).
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Figure 69
Bø, Mari ‘Face’ (2019).

Figure 70
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, photographic research connected to ‘Face’ (2019).



Figure 71
Philoméne, Laurence  ‘Untitled’, from the photo series 
Lucky (2012-2019).

Available from: 
https://www.laurencephilomene.com/lucky#
[Accessed 24.04.2019].

Figure 72
Philoméne, Laurence  ‘Untitled’, from the photo series 
Lucky (2012-2019).

Available from: 
https://www.laurencephilomene.com/lucky#
[Accessed 24.04.2019].
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Figure 73
Inkerö, Artor Jesus ‘Kim’ (2017), ‘Caitlyn’ (2017), ‘Justin’ (2016).

Available from: https://artorjesusinkero.eu/works [Accessed 20.09.2019].

Figure 74
Inkerö, Artor Jesus ‘Justin’ (2016).

Available from: https://hairikot.voima.fi/blogi/artsu-mainos-flow/artor-jesus-inkero-_-
justin_web_680x310-1000x560/ [Accessed 10.10.2019].

https://artorjesusinkero.eu/works
https://hairikot.voima.fi/blogi/artsu-mainos-flow/artor-jesus-inkero-_-justin_web_680x310-1000x560/


Figure 75
Schneemann, Carolee ‘Portrait partials’ (1963).

Available from: http://www.caroleeschneemann.com/works.html [Accessed 07.01.2019].
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Figure 76
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 77
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 78
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 79
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 80
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 81
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 82
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 83
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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Figure 84
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 85
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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Figure 86
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 87
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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Figure 88
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 89
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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Figure 90
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled - Electron Microscope photo of my skin’ (2019).
Taken with the help of Birgir Jóhannesson at Nýsköpunarmiðstöð Íslands. Used in solo show 
‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 91
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 92
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 93
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 94
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 95
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, cast of back (2019).
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Figure 96
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, cast of back (2019).

Figure 97
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, cast of back (2019).
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Figure 99
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details on cast of back (2019).

Figure 98
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, cast of back (2019).
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Figure 101
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details on cast 
of back (2019).

Figure 100
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details on cast 
of back (2019).
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Figure 102
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 103
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.
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Figure 104
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).

Figure 105
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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Figure 106
Bø, Mari ‘Untitled’, details from solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
Photo credit: Leifur Wilberg Orrason.

Figure 107
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled’ Text from exhibition catalogue of solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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Figure 108
Bø, Mari, ‘Untitled’ Exhibition poster of solo show ‘Surfacing’ (2020).
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