CHAPTER 6
ARTISTIC WAYS OF SEEING — THE AESTHETIC BODY
‘Wow, I've been away for so long I'd forgotten the reality of this place. I've only known
the collections and specimens as photographic reality.” Arne Svenson, contributor to the
Mutter Museum calendar.

Local and national artists are the third group who consistently view and use the
specimens, wax models, photographs, and other anatomical collections held at the
Mitter Museum. Over the past few decades photographers, painters, choreographers,
musicians, and actors have found inspiration and subject matter for their artistic
creations within the Mutter. While most artists associated with the Mutter feel that
content adds an important element to the intended meaning of their works of art,
content is not, however, the primary location of meaning, as it is for the physicians
discussed in the previous chapter. The quote that begins this chapter illustrates this
central aspect of the artistic way of seeing the pathological body as one that recognizes
the formal, or aesthetic, aspects of anatomy and pathology.

| begin this chapter with an overview of four artists who have used the Mutter
Museum'’s collections in their work. | chose these four artists because they are
representative of the majority of artists inspired by the Mtter in their emphasis on form
over content, their attempts to blur the boundaries between art and medicine, and their
extension of the margins of traditional conceptions of beauty. Artists at the Mutter
Museum freely use the words sublime, surreal, and beauty, and it is their use of these
descriptors that led me to label the product of their artistic way of seeing an aesthetic

body. | use the term aesthetic for two reasons. The first is that the artists themselves
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employ the customary art historical association of beauty with aesthetics. Secondly, |
employ an anthropological definition of aesthetics that highlights the social nature of
collective appreciation of non-instrumental qualities of objects (Maquet 1971:8). The
artistic way of seeing the Mitter Museum stems from a shared aesthetic that considers
pathological anatomy as subject matter amenable to artistic endeavors.

The second section of this chapter centers on the Mitter Museum calendars as
the epitome of the artistic way of seeing that is occurring at the Mitter. Produced from
1993 to 1996 and revived in 2000, these calendars feature items from the collection in
photographs taken by self-titled artistic photographers. In this section | discuss the
origin and composition of the calendar and the continual and conscious process of
decision-making by the artists, the calendar designer, and the director of the Mitter
Museum regarding appropriate ways to artistically depict pathological anatomy.

The third phase of my discussion focuses on the 1997 decision by the executive
staff of the CPP to cancel the Mutter Museum calendar and replace it with a CPP
calendar. The CPP calendar featured anatomical illustrations from the CPP library’s rare
book collection and photographs of the halls and gardens of the CPP. This decision was
in large part due to internal conflicts in the CPP regarding the role of the Mitter Museum
within the CPP as a whole. Canceling the calendar was a result of discomfort felt by
some of the Fellows and executive staff over the increase in non-clinical visitors to the
Mutter that followed the rise in the calendars’ popularity. Their discomfort was
heightened as the photographers’ re-imagined and re-presented a clinical body as an

aesthetic body.
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In 1999, after two years of unsuccessful sales of the CPP calendar, the executive
staff and Fellows of the CPP gave permission to the director of the Mtter to again
publish the Mitter Museum calendar. Economics, specifically the loss of the greater
income from the Mitter Museum calendar as opposed to the CPP calendar, was the
reason for this reversal. Throughout the planning, production, and promotion of the
2000 millennial Matter Museum calendar, conflicts continued to occur within the CPP,
reflecting the residual ambiguity felt by many of the Fellows over the artistic way of
seeing what is to them a purely clinical body. | analyze these conflicting ways of seeing
as resulting in large part from alternative understandings and uses of the photographic
medium in the arts and sciences.

| end this chapter by placing the Mitter Museum calendar, the other artistic
endeavors taking place at the Mutter, and the conflicts over the use of the pathological
body into a larger cultural trend of depicting the physically and socially abnormal body in
the contemporary North American art world. The internal debates at the CPP over the
Mitter Museum calendar reflect a larger cultural debate between ways of seeing art and
science. This binary division is continually recreated in the actions and opinions of the
artists and physicians involved with the CPP and the Mitter Museum.

Either-or distinctions have been a subtext of this dissertation to this point,
however it is in this chapter that they become most evident. Due to the space in which
these artists are working, the oldest private medical society in the United States, it is not
surprising that artists face various challenges to their artistic interpretations of medical

subjects. The comment by the photographer whose visit to the Museum'’s storeroom
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reminded him that he had only seen photographs of the Museum for so long that he had
forgotten that there was a reality behind the images, is telling. Artists have a different
way of seeing the pathological body at the Miitter, one that transcends the intended
medical objectivity of clinical pathology. The artistic way of seeing focuses on the
aesthetic elements of the human form and uses the pathology of the Mtter’s collections

to provide pathos and an emotional connection that declares itself in artistic expression.

Overview of the Artistic Way of Seeing

Philadelphia area students of medical illustration and of the fine arts have been
visiting the Mitter Museum since the early 1960s. Beginning in the early 1980s
struggling as well as established artists began visiting, and today there are a large
number of varied artists who use the Museum. | highlight here four examples of the
artists that have visited the Mutter to show the diversity of work that the Museum has
inspired. These examples also serve to illustrate the commonalities underlying the
artistic way of seeing that is occurring at the Mitter Museum.

Mary Beth Heffernon is a photographer and college-level instructor of
photography and of the history of photography whose introduction to the Mdtter
Museum came via her husband, a urological surgeon who had done research at the
Museum in the early 1990s. | met Heffernon one afternoon when she visited the
Museum to show the director examples of her latest work. She and | discussed her
photographs, and she told me that she was attracted to the Museum because she saw

an affinity between her work and the historic clinical photograph collection, feeling that

161



her own photographs similarly blurred the boundaries between medicine and art.
Heffernon told me that she enjoys visiting the Mutter because in her own work she is
striving for the same ambiguity and sense of surrealism that she feels she encounters at
the Matter Museum.

Another example of an artist utilizing what they understand as the surreal quality
of the Mutter Museum is the performance artist Tim Trelease. Trelease used the Mitter
Museum in 1999 and 2000 Philadelphia Fringe Festival performances. The Fringe
Festival is a yearly weeklong series of performances and art installations by artists
whose work either counters or is not supported within the mainstream art world. In
1999, Trelease presented ‘The Philadelphia Medical Museum’ in which two curators
create a grotesque creature through a series of alchemistic rituals. The majority of the
performance consisted of the curators searching the storage rooms of the museum after
the creature escapes, while an audio-tape of an ethereal voice reading a nineteenth
century medical textbook played in the background. In his 2000 version on the same
theme, ‘The Specimen Speaks,’ husband and wife doctors give birth to a stillborn child,
represented by a raw chicken suspended in a specimen jar. Throughout the play these
doctors/parents address their subjective emotions rather than objective medical
science. | never met with Trelease, but did see his 1999 Fringe Festival performance. In
the promotional materials for the 2000 show, Trelease expresses a sentiment similar to
that felt by many other artists who use the Museum for inspiration. He wrote that his art,

like the Mutter Museum itself, forces viewers to see the humanity behind medicine.
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Highlighting the hidden side of medicine is also the impetus of Los Angeles
based artist David Bunn. Bunn found inspiration not in the Museum'’s pathological
specimens, but in the card catalogs on which those specimens were documented. | met
Bunn when he came to the Mutter in 1999, shortly after completing an installation piece
at the Los Angeles Public Library in which he lined the library’s glass elevator shafts
with poems created by the arrangement of the top subject or title lines of the library’s
recently decommissioned catalog cards. Bunn said that he saw in the Mtter’s card
catalog the perfect opportunity to expand on the ideas begun in the Los Angeles project.
Because the Mutter Museum still uses their catalog cards he hired a medical illustrator
to paint exact replicas of them to use. He called the piece inspired by the Miitter ‘Double
Monster’ because he ‘doubled’ the Museum'’s cards, which recorded bodily specimens,
with cards from the Los Angeles library, which recorded literary bodies, creating a
hybrid, or ‘monster.” The last time | spoke with Bunn he was attempting to have an
exhibition and reading of ‘Double Monster’ in the historic surgical rotunda at the
Pennsylvania Hospital.

The monster analogy is apparent in the work of James Mundie as well. Mundie is
a Philadelphia artist who was inspired by the clinical photographs at the Mutter
Museum. Unlike Mary Beth Heffernon, who used the ambiguity of early clinical
photographs for inspiration, Mundie was drawn to specific figures, particularly to the
patients with congenital deformities and to the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century side show personalities portrayed in the collection. In his pen and ink drawings,

Mundie alters classic images in art history, literally re-figuring paintings from the art
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history canon using historical sideshow personalities and circus freaks. Mundie’s ‘The
Showman and his Museum,’ for example, substitutes P. T. Barnum for Charles Wilson
Peale in Peale’s painting ‘The Artist in his Museum.” Mundie’s version shows Barnum
lifting the curtain of his showcase to reveal classic sideshow performers (Figure 7). In
2000 Mundie exhibited this and other drawings, all alterations of famous paintings by
Manet, Vermeer, and Goya, among others, in a show called ‘Prodigies’ at the
Woodmere Art Museum in Philadelphia. The exhibit featured Mundie’s work along with
artifacts and original photographs of “anomalous humans,” as he calls them, from the
Miitter collections. According to his web site summary of the show, the intent of the
exhibit was to have his drawings confront the viewer “with something that at once
seems familiar, humorous, and startling” (Mundie 2000). A promotional flyer for the
show described Mundie’s drawings as, “grotesque, but beautiful. Compelling and
repelling at the same time. Tragic, yet they somehow seem to make you smile”
(Anonymous 2000).

The ambiguity in this description is a central feature of the artistic way of seeing
that is occurring at the Mutter Museum. The four examples provided show how the
artistic way of seeing emphasizes form over content, redefines the traditional beauty
aesthetic, and actively and ambiguously moves between the clinical and the artistic.
While the remainder of this chapter is replete with examples of the artistic way of seeing
and the aesthetic body, | must first discuss more fully what | mean by my label of

aesthetic.
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Figure 7. Pen and ink drawing, The Showman and His Museum, James M2,



Within traditional art history scholarship and criticism, aesthetics refers to a
judgement of good taste or of beauty, and beautiful is how many of the artists at the
Mitter Museum describe both the specimens and their artistic products. There is
generally, however, a qualifier adjective. “Grotesque, but beautiful,” for example, was a
phrase used to describe James Mundie’s pen and ink drawings. Ms. Worden, the
director of the Mitter Museum, described the alternative beauty of the Mutter Museum
in an article for Exposure, the journal of the Society for Photographic Education. Ms.
Worden wrote that,

Many photographers and other visual artists are also not interested in

conventional beauty, but want to explore its opposite: the deformed, the broken,

the disfigured body of those suffering from congenital abnormality, trauma, or
destructive disease. While the body may be ugly, there is sometimes a terrifying

beauty in the spirits of those forced to endure these afflictions. (Worden 1998:7,

emphasis added)

While artists’ and critics’ use of qualified definitions shows an awareness that the
work inspired by the Mutter does not resonate with traditional notions of beauty, reliance
on the term beauty indicates an adherence to the canon of traditional aesthetics. At this
point, it may seem that my discussion of the aesthetic body is in danger of becoming a
case of yes it is, no it is not, “beautiful.” If, however, the value judgements that adhere to
the Western notion of beauty are removed, the concept of aesthetics becomes instead
the collective standard by which products and ideas are judged. In this usage then, art
and science both have a conception of aesthetics. Art’s aesthetics stem from collective

subjective standards for art, while scientific aesthetics come from consensus standards

of assumed objectivity (Miller 1996:382).
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Anthropological definitions of aesthetics highlight this collective and social nature
of values and standards. Anthropologists argue that aesthetics should not refer to any
essential nature of an object or idea, but to the creation, use, and interpretation of
observable social products (Coote 1992; Firth 1992). The association of aesthetics with
beauty, taste, and refinement is strong, however, and anthropologists of art have
struggled to extend the concept of aesthetics to activities beyond the narrow definition
of art, to being a category of thought (Coote 1992:250). In this usage, elements of an
aesthetic are thus “much broader than the artistic field (and) aesthetic objects more
numerous than art objects” (Maquet 1971:13).

By using the term ‘aesthetic’ | mean to conjure both aspects of the word, that of
groups of people who think about objects in similar ways, as well as the more common
usage that refers to the qualities attributed to fine art. Throughout this chapter | refer to
art and beauty because this is how the artists who use the Museum refer both to their
own pieces and to many of the specimens. David Bunn, for example, described the
autopsy sketches of the Siamese Twins Cheng and Eng as “beautiful,” and said that
they reminded him of landscape paintings. My use is meant to acknowledge comments
such as Bunn’s, while recognizing that his interpretations are the result of a larger way
of seeing that he shares with others who see an aesthetic body within pathological

anatomy.
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The Mutter Museum Calendars, 1993-1996

The Mutter Museum calendars are collections of photographs that exemplify the
aesthetic body as a way of seeing. In this section | discuss how the calendar originated,
a selection of the contributors, and the reception of the calendar by visitors to the Mutter
and by physician Fellows of the CPP.

In 1984, Joel-Peter Witkin’s first visit to the Mitter Museum marked the beginning
of a long association between photographers and the Mitter, and simultaneously the
formation of an unwritten policy of acceptability for Mitter-inspired art. Ms. Worden told
me that she was aware of Witkin’s reputation as a somewhat morbid photographer, and
as a condition of his access to the collections she arranged a special arrangement with
him. Witkin agreed to send Ms. Worden proofs of the photographs he had taken at the
Museum so that she could then refuse permission for any that she felt to be
inappropriate to be displayed in public or used in publications. For those he used, Witkin
would make the number of prints he wanted, and then would send the negatives, cut in
half, back to Ms. Worden. In this way Ms. Worden could retain control and guardianship
over the specimens in the collection. While Witkin is the only photographer to have this
particular arrangement with the Museum, respect for the specimens remains Ms.
Worden'’s primary criteria for allowing artists to use the Mutter’s collections. When an
artist calls for the first time to inquire about coming to the Museum, Ms. Worden asks to
look over examples of their work to determine if she thinks the artist would go beyond
simply beginning and ending with a preoccupation with the grotesque or bizarre.

Instead, an artist must show that he or she will use the material in a more powerful and
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meaningful image. The four examples of artistic work presented in the previous section
make evident the fact that Ms. Worden allows a wide range of artists to use the
Museum and that she does not deny any artist access on the basis of her personal
artistic likes or dislikes. She often has told me that she does not understand much of
what various artists do, but her perspective is that any work that widens the audience
for the Mitter Museum serves a valuable purpose.

Many photographers have met the demand for respect that Ms. Worden requires.
After Joel-Peter Witkin, the Museum experienced a rise in visits by other artists, such as
Rosamond Purcell and Max Aguillera-Hellweg, who had an interest in using the
pathological body in their art. The accumulation of a body of photographic work
centered on the Miitter’s collections was the first condition that led to the Mutter
Museum calendars.

The convergence of two trends in the art world in the late 1980s and early 1990s
was the second condition for the production of the Mitter Museum calendars. The first
of these two trends was the popularity of the medium of photography (Squires 1999:3),
and the second was the revival of interest in surrealism in art (Grundberg 1999:124).
One critic described the art world of the early 1990s as a time when

simultaneously, art photographers — Joel-Peter Witkin being the most

noted example — (gave) surrealism’s obsessive fascination with

polymorphous sexuality, morbidity, and grotesquerie a new lease on life,

creating an atmosphere of chic revulsion/compulsive shivering unseen

since Diane Arbus’s 1972 retrospective exhibition. (Grundberg 1999:125)

While Susan Sontag has claimed that all of photography is surreal by its nature

to “render the world uncanny” (Grundberg 1999:127), the focus on surrealism in the late
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1980s and early 1990s stemmed not from the medium but from the artists “solicitation
and evocation of the grotesque” (Grundberg 1999:127). This evocation of the grotesque
was often achieved through the use of biology and the deformed human body (Siebers
2000:220). In such an artistic climate, it is no wonder that a nineteenth century museum
of pathology and anatomy would attract interest among artists. Art critic Lisa Cartright
notes that in the contemporary art world “wonder and horror seem to have emerged as
naturally dominant soul-mates within contemporary art, and clearly modern medicine
captures both succinctly” (Arnold N.d.:154). The Mitter Museum calendars epitomize
this blend within contemporary art of modern photography, the fascination with the
human body, and the postmodern surreal.

In 1992, Laura Lindgren, an acquaintance and friend of many of the
photographers who had been using the Mutter, met with Ms. Worden to discuss creating
a calendar of these photographs as both a public outlet for the photographers and as a
form of publicity and income for the museum. Lindgren, a book editor and publisher in
New York City, would contribute the design and manage advertising. Photographers
would donate their time and work, keeping production costs to a minimum, leaving all
proceeds for the Museum.

As Lindgren’s text on the back of the calendars explains, the Mutter Museum
calendar photographers “have turned their attention to the unexpected art inherent in
the study of medical science.” The blending of art and science characterizes both the
images themselves and the calendar as a whole. For example, the calendars include

important dates in the history of medicine and of the CPP, in addition to contemporary
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holidays. Milestones of the field, such as the first medical school in America established
in Philadelphia on May 3 in 1765, or the first human kidney transplant on June 17, 1950
in Chicago, are listed along with birth-dates of important figures in the history of
medicine. The use of photographs in the calendars also blends art and science. Each
calendar includes eleven contemporary photographs (Figure 8) and one image from the
historical clinical collection (Figure 9). The juxtaposition of intentional art with the historic
clinical image, which in effect has become found art, or art by metamorphosis (Maquet
1971:4), illustrates one of the key elements of the artistic way of seeing, that clinical
intent can be interpreted as aesthetic.

Contributors to the 1993 calendar were photographers Shelby Lee Adams, Max
Aguilera-Hellweg, Gwen Akin and Alan Ludwig, Scott Lindgren, Rosamond Purcell, and
Arne Svenson. Over the next four years the work of these photographers was joined by
that of Steven E. Katzman and Olivia Parker. The caption for each photograph provides
the photographer’s name, the development process, if other than traditional 35mm, the
title of the photograph as given by the artist, the date, and a caption written by Ms.
Worden describing the medical significance or historical use of the artifacts in the
image. The 1993 and 1994 calendars also include commentaries by the artists about
their photographs.

Some of the photographs are relatively straightforward images of interesting
specimens. The August image in the 1994 calendar, for example, is a photograph of a
face preparation by Shelby Lee Adams (Figure 10). Titled “The Angular Vein,” Ms.

Worden'’s caption provides the facts about the preparation:
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Face prepared by the method of Professor Werner Spalteholz, demonstrating the
angular vein. The tissue is rendered transparent by immersion in a mixture of
methyl salicylate and benzyl benzoate, allowing visualization of the vein, which

has been injected with a contrast medium. Preparation by the late Oscar V.

Batson, M.D., Professor Emeritus of Anatomy, University of Pennsylvania School

of Medicine.

The photographer herself, however, provides in her caption a glimpse of how this
face is understood when viewed through an artistic way of seeing. Adams writes: “The
Angular Vein aesthetically represents a universal portrait that records and yet
transcends reality, expressing fragility and the infinity within the human physiognomy”
(emphasis added). These two quite different captions reflect important differences in
ways of seeing. The former follows conventions of medical science in which method and
function are foreground. The later alludes to the fine arts through the evocation of
portraiture and the belief in the transcendent power of fine art to express a greater
message than the object portrayed in the image itself.

Scott Lindren’s 1994 contribution of a photograph of an arrangement of plaster
models of abnormal birth preparations (Figure 11), also explicitly alludes to the fine arts.
Lindgren’s image is captioned, “such busts usually bring Beethoven, Mozart, or notable
figures to mind, yet the maker of these small works well portrayed in plaster the anguish
of abnormal birth in these newborn babies.” These two photographs and the
commentaries by Adams and Lindgren are examples of the artistic way of seeing in that
they highlight the form of the specimens and models, and use those forms to make
visual statements about the human condition.

Other contributors share the same goals, but choose to present their ideas as a

tableau or a still-life, using only a minimal amount of specimens from the collection.
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Joel-Peter Witkin is illustrative of this type of contributor. His 1984 photograph,
“Harvest,” featured in the 1993 calendar, uses a skull, fruit, vegetables, and flowers to
create “a feast of voluptuous decay, a dream seeking remembrance of its body" inspired
by the sixteenth-century painter Archimboldo’s allegorical painting ‘Summer’ (Figure
12). In an interview in another context, Witkin has said that he wants “to live in an age
which sees similar beauty in a flower and in the severed limb of a human being”
(Petherbridge 1997:96). These two quotes are indicative of Witkin's aesthetic. He is
attempting to create images that simultaneously challenge and are a part of Western
notions of beauty. One art critic has written that photographers like Joel-Peter Witkin are
protesting modern photography’s focus on the literal surface of things and on subject
matter that seems to speak for itself (Grundberg 1999:126). This argument is applicable
to the Mitter Museum calendar as well. The artists involved with the Mutter are
challenging the view that pathological anatomy is purely clinical with their presentations
of the aesthetic body.

There are two means to gauge reception of the calendars and the success of the
artists in meeting their goals for the images in the Mutter Museum calendar. The first is
to note the response by local and national booksellers and art museum gift shops that
quickly came to order calendars every year, and just as quickly sell out. In contrast to
popular bookstores and art museum gift shops, medical bookstores have consistently
refused to carry the Mutter Museum calendar. Reaction to the calendar and the
presentation of the aesthetic body can also be seen in the responses of the ten visitors

in my reception study who had seen the calendar. Visitors’ reactions to the calendar and
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to the photographs cluster around four themes. The first theme was that visitors thought
that the calendar was particularly appealing to young people and to members of
alternative youth cultures. Secondly, visitors commented on the interplay of art and
science in the calendar and in the images. The third theme in visitors’ comments was
that the calendars were an interesting mix of sensationalism and medical education.
Finally, a few visitors saw the calendars as an effective form of advertising.

Three of the ten visitors’ comments related to the calendars’ appeal to younger
generations. One young man, for example, had traveled from Los Angeles to write a
story about the Mutter Museum and the calendars for a nationally distributed college
magazine. Another visitor, a 29-year old man, remembered that he had pictures from
the calendar all over his house in college. The third visitor to comment on the calendar’s
association with youth was a fashion and toy design major in a Philadelphia area
college. This visitor self-consciously credited her enjoyment of the calendar on her age
and involvement with youth culture. She said that she had seen the calendars in at least
three local body piercing shops she frequents. | asked her what it was about the
calendars that she enjoyed, and she said that she was one of those people who could
deal with

that kind of stuff. Like looking at it on a day to day basis, like there’s a

decapitated head on my wall. | grew up with that wasn't a bad thing....I'm

just like one of those tinkerers, like I'll read about how many minutes it

takes to die after you're in the gas chamber, but some people aren't like

that, they like things a little bit less, like less realistic. Well, | thought it was

really, the photographs were really good. (S15)

The second commonality in visitors’ responses is illustrated by one visitor's

comment that the calendars are “a form of art actually” (O19). Her addition of the
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qualifier “actually” suggests that she felt some surprise that the images were
simultaneously art and science. Another visitor, a 37-year-old illustrator, also expressed
this sentiment. When asked what he liked about the calendars, this visitor replied,

Um, well, the subject matter, to use the word fascinating for the fiftieth

time today, is very interesting. Again, it's a serious subject matter that

tends to explore what is and isn’t the human condition. | like what the

artists, the photographers, have done with it, | think they’ve created some

beautiful photographs that stand on their own, as far as composition, so |

think it succeeds artistically as well. (S2)
The third visitor to comment on the blend of artistic and medical elements was a 65-
year-old retired gentleman. He thought that some of the photographs were taken by
physicians or other medically-trained people, while others seems to him to have been
taken by photographers or other artists. He was not sure about how he felt about
allowing artists access to the Mutter’'s medical collections: “god forbid they should turn a
bunch of artists loose down there to pick anything they wanted to make into
compositions” (S8). He then laughed when he wondered out loud what Andre Serrano,
the artist made (in)famous after exhibiting his photograph of a crucifix submerged in
urine, would have chosen for his composition. | asked him what he thought he would
pick, and he said that he could not say “in front of a lady.” After | assured him he could,
he said he thought Serrano would have “chosen the male sexual organs and painted
them red, white, and blue for Philadelphia, or something like that” (S8).

This visitor’s reference to the potential for controversy in Mutter-inspired art
relates to the third theme evident in visitors’ comments, that the photographs, in

blending art and medicine, often approached the sensational. One 50-year-old health

administrator said that the calendars were
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interesting. It gave, | think there always was a blurb, it wasn’t just a

picture. They gave you a lot of education, which | liked. It's always a

conversation piece in my office too...it was always kind of, you know,

some of them were more shock value (023).

Another visitor, a 30-year-old architect from San Francisco said he had seen the
calendar before coming to the Museum, and that at first glance the calendar appeared
to be about oddities, which was great because he felt he was one of those people who
was drawn to that. But then he said that after coming to the Museum, he realized that
the images are not as outrageous as they seem. He said it was not like a freak show,
because the objects on display and in the calendar images are based on medical
conditions and situations.

Finally, two visitors felt that the sensationalism they saw in the calendars was
intentional and done in order to sell more calendars. Both of the women who expressed
this idea worked in medical fields, one a college-level microbiology teacher, and the
other an emergency medical technician. | did not get the sense from these women that
they were turned off by the sensationalism, only that they felt the Museum was
attempting to create something with shock value that might lead to greater numbers of
visitors.

Advertisement for the Museum was one of the original intentions and resultant
advantages to the calendar. While the Museum sporadically asks visitors how they had
come to hear about the Miitter, and visitors occasionally mention the calendar, these
records are not consistent. Gross numbers of visitors, however, did rise steadily in the

late 1990s, from approximately eight thousand in 1993 to nearly twenty thousand in

1998, a rise attributed by Ms. Worden to be in large part due to the publicity brought to
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the Mtter by the calendars. The publicity for the Mutter that resulted from the calendars
was far reaching. Bookstores as far away as Los Angeles, London, and Tokyo routinely
sold out of their stock. The calendars also spurred other artists to come to the Mutter.
This was the case with David Bunn, mentioned above, who learned about the Museum
after being given a calendar.

While the calendar was doing quite well in popular and artistic realms, the
physician Fellows of the CPP were, however, increasingly holding quite another view.
Data from my survey of the Fellowship show that while there are a minority of Fellows
who feel that the Mitter Museum is one of the gems of the CPP, the majority feel that it
is simply a nice diversion. | asked one Fellow who had been a member of the CPP for
over 30 years what he thought about the artistic activity occurring at the Museum. At
first he said that he was not aware of what | was talking about. When | then explicitly
mentioned the calendar, he said that it was nice in that it showed the wealth of the
collections, and believed that it probably brought some publicity to the CPP. He felt that
as long as the CPP was not losing any money with it, he imagined the calendars were
all right.

A significant minority of Fellows, on the other hand, held a strong and negative
view of the calendars. One recently inducted Fellow indicated in his response to my
guestionnaire that he was interested in the section on arts-medicine within the CPP
(discussed below). In our follow-up phone interview | asked him about the calendar as
an example of the blending of the arts and medicine. He replied sharply that the

calendar was not an example of arts-medicine, but was an example of non-physicians
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who appropriate medical subjects. He then abruptly changed the subject with “this
question is turning me off” (72). The comments of this Fellow, along with the fact that
medical bookstores absolutely refused to carry the calendars, illustrate both a difference
in ways of seeing pathological anatomy and in understandings of what constitutes art.

These differences alone probably would not have led to anything more than
some Fellows’ negative mutterings about their dissatisfaction with the calendars. In
1996, however, a new executive director and director of public relations of the CPP
were hired, and their arrival changed the dynamics within the governing staff of the
CPP. Personality conflicts between the director of the Mitter and other senior staff
members increasingly led to friction within the CPP over the role of the Mutter within the
CPP as a whole. In many of the senior staff meetings | attended the director of the
Museum was reprimanded for doing interviews for newspapers and magazines and not
mentioning the other aspects of the CPP. At one point she was told not to do any more
interviews, but to refer all inquiries to the director of public relations. Had the personality
conflicts not grown so strong, Ms. Worden might have attempted to be more
accommodating, but instead became more inflexible and headstrong in her defense of
the Mutter. Conflicts eventually grew to such an extent that the CPP executive staff and
the governing Fellows decided to cancel the Mitter Museum calendar. This decision
was due to both institutional internal politics and to differences in ways of seeing

pathological anatomy and art.
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The Aesthetic Body From the Perspective of the CPP

To understand the negative reaction of members of the CPP to the Mutter
Museum calendars and their images, it is important to know how members of the CPP
understand art. One of the greatest indicators of Fellows attitudes in this area are the
activities of the CPP’s section on arts-medicine. The CPP is broken down into four
sections: otolaryngology, medical history, public health, and arts-medicine. Sections are
intended to provide smaller forums for Fellows with interest in specific areas to meet
and have more intimate and specialized events. The arts-medicine section was begun
in 1994 with the goal of bringing together “interested Fellows and non-Fellows to study
and promote the relationship between the healing and creative arts,” as well as “to
attract scholars, artists, and practitioners who share a concern for the humanistic
dimensions of health care (Arts-Medicine Section N.d). The arts-medicine section was
widely received as a valuable addition to the CPP as an outlet to highlight the
architectural treasure of the CPP building itself, the CPP portrait collection, the models
and artifacts of the Mutter Museum, and the historic illustrations in the Library’s rare
book collection.

The section on arts-medicine holds lectures on topics of interest to the section. In
1996, for example, the section sponsored a lecture on the ability of art to foster effective
doctor-patient relationships, promote good health habits, and enhance medical
education. Tours of local art museums and area hospital collections have also been
popular section activities. An event in 1999 at the Jefferson Medical College Center for

Integrative Medicine involved a tour of paintings in their collection that related to issues
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of suffering, compassion, illness, and healing. Two of the section’s most well attended
events were held in collaboration with the Philadelphia Museum of Art (PMA). In 1997
the section sponsored a trip to the PMA in which they toured the ‘Ingenious Machine of
Nature’ exhibit, on tour from the National Gallery of Canada. In the catalog for this
show, the curators proclaim that art and anatomy “mark the longest unbroken
collaboration between scientists and artists in Western culture” (Thomson 1996:7). The
art included in the show consisted solely of paintings by established masters. Medical
science was highlighted within the exhibit's catalog, and the artists were described as
being in the service of anatomy. The second collaborative event between the CPP and
the PMA was a 1999 tour of the PMA in which Fellows were given a lecture on the role
of art in informing medical education and the healing process.

John Berger has said that the assumption of ‘art’ carries with it a mystification of
the past (Berger 1972:11). ‘Art’ at the CPP is imbued with this mystification, and the
most common examples of art given by the Fellows and staff of the CPP are the
portraits of the founding fathers and the anatomical illustrations of da Vinci and
Vesalius. | do not believe it is coincidental that the examples of what the CPP considers
to be art are exclusively non-photographic. As was demonstrated in the previous
chapter, the medical way of seeing at the CPP considers photography to be a medium
for clinical documentation. Prior to the twentieth century physicians made extensive use
of artists for anatomical drawing, and the products of these artists, while commissioned
by and for the physician, were of value to the artist as well in their depictions of human

forms. Contemporary artists and physicians alike now herald examples of this dual use
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of artistic depictions of the human body as great art. The dual-ness of the use is thus
not a problem for the members of the CPP. The Fellows of the CPP do not believe that
the photographs using specimens of pathological anatomy are art.

Bourdieu’s writing on photography provides insight into why photographs are
held to a different standard by Fellows. His relation of the medium of photography to
culture and class can be extended to the context of clinical medical photography and
artistic medical photography. As the democratic nature of photography allows access to
materials that were once in the exclusive domain of those with special training,

photography presupposes neither academically communicated culture,

nor the apprenticeships and the ‘profession’ which confer their value on

the cultural consumptions and practices ordinarily held to be the most

noble, by withholding them from the man on the street. (Bourdieu

1991:131)

Analogies can be made to the medical profession’s withholding of both medical
knowledge about the human body and the body itself. Medicine and the body are being
taken from their privileged space within the profession by the democratic nature of
artistic photography. Bourdieu states that “it is the objective relationships, obscurely felt,
between the class as such and other classes that are indirectly expressed through the
attitudes of individuals towards photography” (Bourdieu 1991:132). Bourdieu’s comment
can be extended to refer to the relationship between artistic photographers and
physician photographers, and to the relationship between physicians and artistic
photographers.

What the artists are doing with the Mutter collections is challenging the medical

profession’s and the CPP’s propriety over the body. The discomfort felt by the Fellows
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and executive staff of the CPP stem from the challenge to the ideology of the clinical
image, a challenge that chips away at the strength of the status quo (Bolton
1996[1989]:xv). The experience of Max Aguilera-Hellweg, one of the calendar
photographers, when he entered medical school illustrates further the threat felt by the
medical establishment from the artistic way of seeing the aesthetic body.
Aguilera-Hellweg is a photographer who, prior to his 1995 commission to
photograph surgical procedures for a magazine story, had never used medical subjects
in his art. His exposure to medicine through this story led him to focus on surgical
photography, and he eventually published his photographs and experiences in a book,

The Sacred Heart: An Atlas of the Body seen through Invasive Surgery (Aguilera-

Hellweg 1997). Through his photography, Aguilera-Hellweg developed an interest in the
practice of medicine and he eventually applied and was accepted to the Trinity College
Medical School in Ireland. Early in his first year, officials at Trinity College expressed
concern about his book and how his attendance reflected upon the Catholic institution.
Aguilera-Hellweg related the story to Ms. Worden and myself on one of his visits to the
Mitter, and he said he was given an ultimatum by Trinity College to either abandon the
book, or expect vaguely defined difficulties during his years in medical school. He said
that the problem Trinity had with the book was that it lacked objective medical text, and
was too focused on his own subjective experience. Soon after this incident, Aguilera-
Hellweg decided to transfer to a less restrictive medical school in New Orleans.
Aguilera-Hellweg’s experience at Trinity College supports the theory that the

communicative exchange between a photographer and an audience is “tempered by the
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unstated assumptions that surround an image” (Webster 1967:18). As images are
surrounded by ideology (Bolton 1996[1989]:xii), the identity of the CPP as created by
the Fellowship determines the interpretive structures that are used when Fellows look at
photographs. In Chapter 5 | showed that the CPP uses photography for clinical imaging,
for memorials for Fellows, and as illustrations in historical articles. The interpretive
structure, or way of seeing, determined by the functions and ideology of the CPP,
hinders Fellows from recognizing or understanding alternative forms or interpretations of
photography.

The comparison of artists’ and Fellows’ perspectives on the aesthetic body
reinforces one of the central propositions of the ways of seeing concept, that
interpretation of photographic images is influenced by the values and beliefs acquired
by having a particular outlook (Webster 1967:20). An outlook, or a set of values and
beliefs, stems from the small perceptions of everyday life that converge and are
repeated and sanctioned in an individual’s social universe (Bourdieu 1991:131). What
has been shown in comparing the aesthetic body of the artists associated with the
Mitter Museum and the physician Fellows of the CPP is that a photograph can
simultaneously be multiple and distinct representations, depending on the “discursive

spaces” (Krauss 1999:288) in which the photograph is moving.

Return of the Mutter Museum Calendar, 2000

While politics and different ways of seeing were the CPP’s reasons for canceling

the calendar, economics was the reason for its return. The popularity of the Mutter
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Museum and the rise in attendance during the late 1990s allowed the CPP to begin
charging admission to the Museum. Originally five dollars for adults with discounts for
students and families, by 1998 admission rates had risen to eight dollars for adults and
five dollars for students. A slight drop in visitors in 1999 decreased the income of the
CPP, as did an embezzlement scandal a few years earlier and a rise in the number of
Fellows in arrears in their dues payments. The executive staff of the CPP felt that re-
issuing the Mitter Museum calendar would provide extra income, and perhaps bring in
more admission-paying visitors. This embrace by the executive staff of the CPP of what
was once considered inappropriate was evident as well in the 1999 addition of a Mtter

Museum gift shop. Alongside copies of The Portrait Catalog of the College of Physicians

of Philadelphia are sold glow-in-the-dark skeletons and other items that are thought to
appeal to the younger, non-clinical audience of the Mitter Museum.

The decision to reinstate the Mitter Museum calendar was not questioned by
either Ms. Worden or Laura Lindgren, and plans were quickly made to produce the 2000
millennial calendar. Ms. Worden and Lindren believed that after a three year hiatus, the
2000 calendar would have to be particularly visually memorable in order to regain any of
the audience lost during the hiatus. Prior to the 2000 calendar, Ms. Worden said she
would never allow fetal specimens to be used in calendar photographs, as fetuses were
some of the most well-known items in the collection and the calendar should highlight
other elements of the Museum. In 2000, however, Rosamond Purcell was given full
access to the fetal specimens. Purcell took three photographs of fetuses. The first was a

12-week-old fetus, juxtaposed with a preparation of a lower jaw so that the fetus seems
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to hang suspended within the lower jaw (Figure 8). At the time, Ms. Worden said that it
looked like a baby burning in hell, or something from the Stanley Kubrick film, ‘2001, a
space odyssey.” As millennial was the message they were aiming for, this was the
photograph that was chosen for the cover of the 2000 calendar. Purcell’'s second
photograph, also used in the 2000 calendar, shows a set of triplets, miscarried at four-
and-a-half months. Another photograph of these triplets from a different angle was used
in the 2002 calendar. Ms. Worden was initially afraid to use these images, but she and
Lindgren were swayed by what they said was exceptional lighting in the images, and
eventually Ms. Worden would come to describe them as beautiful.

During the production of the 2000 calendar, comments directly relating to the
prior criticisms of the calendar as being too sensational or grotesque were common.
When looking at Scott Lindren’s photograph of a model of a severed Chinese head
(Figure 13), for example, Ms. Worden asked if it was finally time to admit that these
images are grotesque and bizarre. Laura Lindgren’s reply was to say, of course not, that
the photographs were simply documents of science, with medical and artistic personas.
After a laugh, the subject was dropped.

The public response to the 2000 pre-sale order forms was enthusiastic. Ms.
Worden received one order postcard that had “hooray” written on it, and another buyer
underlined “yes!” three times. Presale orders for the millennial return of the calendar
averaged twenty-five calendars per order, for a total of 1380 calendars. In Philadelphia
12 institutions, the bookstores Barnes and Nobel, Borders, Tower, and Afterwords, and

half a dozen tattoo parlors and body piercing shops placed a total of 276 orders. Seven
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institutions in the Los Angeles area, including the Gallery of Contemporary Photography
in Santa Monica, the Museum of Jurassic Technology in Los Angeles, and the San
Diego Museum of Art Museum Store placed a total of 179 orders. The City Lights
Bookstore and other institutions in the San Francisco Bay area placed 118 orders, and
orders from New York City totaled 252. Over five hundred orders came from bookstores
and museum shops in Cleveland, Portland, Nantucket, Nashville, Boulder, New Haven,
Washington DC, Chicago, Baltimore, London and Tokyo.

Ms. Worden, believing that the calendar was the embodiment of the Museum,
was excited to again be assisting the calendar photographers in creating new works.
The mood in the office when photographers visited was upbeat. This happiness,
however, was tempered with a sense of unease that the calendar could be cancelled
again. This fear was heightened when, as the 2000 calendar was being sent to the
printers in June of 1999, Fellows from the CPP governance committee and the arts-
medicine section called for a meeting with Ms. Worden and Laura Lindgren. Lindgren
told me that she hated feeling like she had to get approval from these Fellows, whom
she felt did not understand the intention of the artists or of the calendar. She lamented
having to placate the Fellows, noting that she had no patience for it and that this was
not how it was done in the past. The meeting was in many ways anticlimactic, as many
of the Fellows simply skimmed through the photographs, with one commenting, ‘Fine, |
really don’t care.” Other Fellows enjoyed the photographs, and one joked that the image
of the splayed human figure should be used for the month of Easter, as it resembled

Jesus on the cross.
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The following day, however, what had been unstated among the indifference and
the joking came to light. One of the Fellows who had attended the meeting sent the
executive director a list of concerns. The director of public relations for the CPP also
expressed some concern that the photographs involving fetuses might be offensive to
Catholics. The executive director then called for a meeting with Ms. Worden and
Lindgren so he could examine the images. Again, Lindgren and Ms. Worden were faced
with the possibility that the calendar would be cancelled. Their sense of relief was
palpable as the executive director said that all of the photographs looked fine to him and
that it was not his place to second guess the calendar’s artistic director. By November

plans were in place for the 2000 Mitter Museum calendar publication party.

Conclusion

This chapter has drawn on my ethnographic data from the photographers and
other artists who visit the Mitter Museum in order to use the pathological and
anatomical specimens in their artwork. Centering my discussion of the artistic way of
seeing around the Mutter Museum calendar, | used the photographers and the
photographs in the calendar as a means to clarify the artistic way of seeing. Exploring
the artistic way of seeing as well through a perspective that counters it, | described how
the CPP defines art as portraiture, famous paintings of medical subjects, and early
medical illustrations drawn by now recognized great artists. However, with the camera
usurping in many ways hand-drawn illustration as medical documentation, the ability to

say that the newer form of imaging is not artistic is bolstered by the perception of the
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medical profession that the camera is essentially a mechanical tool to be used to
capture the reality of nature.

“For every claim about the transparency and obviousness of the photograph,
there can be found an opposing claim emphasizing the difficult language introduced by
the photograph, a language based in the liberties of framing, montage, juxtaposition,
and surreality” (Bolton 1996[1989]:xi). When this perspective on photography is coupled
with the history of using the body as a locus for morality and social structure, resistance
to the Mitter Museum calendar and other artistic endeavors by Fellows becomes more
complex. The moral centrality that allows the body to be used subversively (Jordanova
1997:101) also invites conflict and criticism when alternative views of the social
structure as well as of morality, are created or interpreted in a photograph or other work
of art.

Artists’ ability to find beauty in the pathological body has occurred because
normal, sublime beauty has become less interesting, and artists are looking to the ugly
and the grotesque as novel examples of what is fascinating and beautiful (Brand
2000:7). The scope of this dissertation does not enable me to explore fully the elements
and activities within the contemporary art world that involve the anatomical or
pathological body. | can, however, provide an overview of some of the exhibits that
included Mutter artists and others that employed descriptors similar to those applied to
the Muatter Museum calendar. Through these connections, the artistic work at the Mutter

Museum can be placed within a wider cultural circulation of ideas and images in which

187



the artistic way of seeing creates an aesthetic body that is ambiguous and non-
traditionally beautiful.

Photographs by two calendar photographers, Max Aguilera-Hellweg and Joel-
Peter Witkin, were included in the 1997 exhibition ‘The Quick and the Dead’ sponsored
by the Royal College of Art in London. This was an exhibition that focused on the
relationship between artists and anatomy with the goal to “thematise certain
relationships between anatomy, cultural constructions of the body and images made by
artists” (Petherbridge 1997:7). One of the curators described the work in the exhibit in
the following way.

The ethics of twentieth century medicine have determined that the

anatomical body should be displayed in a ‘neutralized’ scientific and

scholarly context. Contemporary artists are deliberately challenging the

professed dispassion of museological discourse and the taboos

surrounding it, and are subjecting museological material to new kinds of

public display within the aestheticised but critical space of an art gallery.

(Petherbridge 1997:96)
This curator’'s comments point to the inherent polysemy in objects and images. The
meaning ascribed to the pathological body is not exclusive to the perspective of the
clinical eye, but depends upon the “translations, re-interpretations and transcriptions” of
the information presented in an image of that body (Petherbridge 1997:54).

Another exhibit that highlighted the potential for unintentional beauty in pathology
and gore was a San Francisco Museum of Modern Art show in 1998 called ‘Police

Pictures’ which consisted primarily of crime scene photographs. In their exhibit

catalogue the curators use the unqualified art-genre term “beautiful.” The curators
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claimed that it was the edginess of the beauty of these images that made them modern
art.

Many of the photographs presented in this exhibition are graphic in their

depiction of violence and death, yet some are hauntingly beautiful. All of

them, from 19™ century daguerreotypes to present-day surveillance stills,

reveal the complexity and ambiguity inherent in photographs purporting to

‘document the facts’. (Fogarty 1997:8, emphasis added)

Another contributor to this exhibit’'s catalogue goes even further, claiming that
photographs taken at murder scenes “convey a sense of great and inexplicable beauty
approaching the sacred” (Phillips 1997:12).

The anatomical artworks of the German physician Gunther Van Hagens’ are also
illustrative of the aesthetic body discussed in this chapter. Van Hagens’ 1997 exhibit in
Berlin, Germany, was so popular that it attracted 800,000 people in the first three
months (Andrews 1998). The exhibit featured human bodies that had been treated with
Van Hagens’ method of plastination, in which a substance is injected into the body that
renders it malleable yet hard like plastic. Van Hagens’ “sculptures in flesh and bone”
have been described as hovering “curiously and eerily somewhere between anatomical
specimens and sculpted artworks”:

They are simultaneously intriguing and troubling precisely because they

occupy an odd mental space between the measured and disciplined

responses we associate with scientific enquiry and the much looser, more

emotive reactions we think of as appropriate to works of art. This

intermediary significance that they hold for us might also help explain why

they seem to touch on such a raw nerve, creating a response to which

human exhibits within the medial context seem to have special access,

what for want of a better phrase one could call the “gore factor.” (Arnold
N.d.:140)
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Reactions to Van Hagen'’s exhibit mirror in some ways the conflicts at the CPP
over the Mutter Museum calendars. Van Hagens received both threats of criminal
charges and a large list of potential body donors (Siebers 2000:238). Physicians were
particularly vocal in claiming that the exhibit was treating the dead with a lack of respect.
The controversy over Van Hagens’ work points to the “very strong current concern with
the human body and its presentation, symbolizing some of the contemporary
relationship between science and art, where seemingly a meeting of minds and a clash
of cultures are both possible at the same time” (Arnold N.d.:142). The Mitter Museum is
just such a place where pathological specimens can become, through different ways of

seeing, simultaneously aesthetic bodies, clinical bodies, and entertaining bodies
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