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This thesis introduces the author’s journey to reorient the visuality of  the female body 

through her interdisciplinary research and artworks. Visuality of  the feminine beauty 

is not as universal, and criticizing it often involves a series of  close examination of  

colonial relations—the power structure between cultures and nation-states. Thus, the 

envisioning involves a multi-faceted approach to the female body, exploring it as an 

ecosystem full of  trans-species entanglement. Analyzing the representations of  the 

female body within political contexts and examining scientific approaches, our prevalent 

understanding of  human identity as a singular form is challenged.

Introducing the author’s art practice that interweaves virtual, real, digital, and 

synthetic ecosystem, the newly suggested body imagery—the nonlinear archive of  

the metamorphosis of  microbiome, the fragmented entities of  human body, into 

microscopic images, 3D animations, hand-crafted objects, performative videos and 

interactions—achieves the perception beyond the representation of  physical, psychic, 

and cultural senses, and subverts the politics of  visualization. In this practice, I will 

investigate how one could integrate the microbiological point of  view, thus interrupting 

the complex visual output that assimilates and consolidates the way in which we 

perceive, evaluate, and conceptualize female body.
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Visuality1 is never innocuous—it is closely related to 

the operations and structures of  power. For example, 

the photographs of  the nailing of  the last spike of  

the Transcontinental Railroad contributed to the 

construction of  whitewashed national history, as they 

are marked by the discernible absence of  Chinese 

American men who made up a major labor force that 

completed the railroad.2 Depictions of  classical white 

marble sculptures and their celebration are deeply 

connected to a racist propagation that associates colors 

with barbarism and whiteness with civility.3 These 

photographs and sculptures illuminate how many of  

us unconsciously—and naturally, we would like to 

believe—visualize ourselves and our surroundings in 

everyday.

In the everyday context of  our lives, representation and 

visualization of  female bodies presents a peculiar set of  

problems. Since I mostly work with digitally generated 

3D human bodies in my artistic practice, the question 

1 According to Nicholas Mirzoeff, visuality does not merely designate “the totality of all visual images and devices”, but also 
include the “imaginary, rather than perceptual, because what is being visualized is too substantial for any one person to see and is 
created from information, images, and ideas.” Nicholas Mirzoeff, The Right to Look: A Counterhistory of Visuality (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2011), 2.
2 David L. Eng ,“I’ve Been (Re)Working on the Railroad: Photography and National History in China Men and Donald Duk,” in 
Racial Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001), 97.
3 Sarah E. Bond, “Why We Need to Start Seeing the Classical World in Color,” Hyperallergic, June 07, 2017, hyperallergic.com.

regarding visualization of  female bodies becomes highly 

pertinent. Thus, I have been often interrogated about 

my decisions: Why do I create female bodies? Why 

do I make use of  conventional, oversexualized female 

figures, and why are they animated in such a “bizarre 

and unnatural” way? While I was struggling with those 

questions, I woke up one day with a sore throat. It kept 

getting worse and after two weeks, I finally decided to go 

to a hospital for tests. The doctor swabbed the mucous 

membrane of  my throat and examined it under a 

microscope for any pathogens. A few minutes later, she 

told me that she discovered bacteria called Streptococcus 

in my throat, and recommended that I take antibiotics. 

She briefly illustrated how bacteria, cells, and antibiotics 

interact with each other, and her scientific and biological 

descriptions assured me. The first course of  antibiotics 

did not work and my body was defeated in the battle 

against the bacteria. I ended up being unable to consume 

any food or water, and had periods of  breathlessness. 

The experience of  physical and tactile suffering was 
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Figure 1. Video still from Unwithered, Video Installation, 2014



6

different from my perception of  the doctor’s rational 

explanation. I was hospitalized, and it turned out that 

my immune system was too weak to fight against the 

bacteria.

At the hospital, I repeatedly experienced being aware 

of  the materiality of  my body as well as a sense of  awe 

at the complex and delicate system we so often take for 

granted. When my body passed through a Computed 

Tomography Scanner,4 the microorganisms and cells on 

the mucous membranes were enlarged and projected on 

a screen. The skin was incised, pus in it flew out, blood 

was collected every day, and a synthetic liquid consisting 

of  nutrients penetrated my body through injection 

needles. During several days in the hospital, I realized 

that all the material exchanges happening within my 

body are caused by constant biochemical interactions 

between each organism. I started to perceive my body 

not as a single entity but as a place where fragmented 

entities coexist. My experience at the hospital is a trigger 

4 A computed tomography (CT) scan uses X-rays to make detailed pictures of parts of your body and the structures inside your 
body. Many X-ray measurements taken from different angles produces cross-sectional (tomographic) images (virtual “slices”) of specific 
areas of a scanned object, allowing the user to see inside the object without cutting.

for this piece of  writing, which is a manifesto for the 

visuality of  the female body as well as a record of  my 

artistic exploration.

In the next chapter, I will examine the power 

relationship established when a female body is described 

in a visual language and I analyze its representations 

within colonial and political contexts. Introducing my 

own conflict as an artist who creates body images, I 

delve into the scientific view of  the human body as 

an aggregation of  microorganisms. In chapter three, 

I investigate how to integrate a microbiological point 

of  view to interrupt the complexity of  visuals that 

assimilate and consolidate the way in which we perceive, 

evaluate, and conceptualize body. Chapter four discusses 

the development of  my work Venus Iteration, inspired by 

the fact that the human body contains ten times as many 

non-human microbial cells as human ones. Through 

the recreation of  Sandro Botticelli’s iconic Venus figure 

in the form of  an interactive installation incorporating 
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videos, 3D animations, and crafted objects, the work 

explores the female body at micro and macro levels as 

an ecosystem full of  trans-species entanglement. In the 

conclusion, I will inspect how the newly created Venus 

can be perceived beyond the representation of  physical, 

psychic, and cultural senses and overturn the politics of  

visualization.



Aestheticized Body and Authority
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Aestheticized Body and Authority
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Visualizing the body is prevalent in many fields from 

science and medicine to art. Visualization of  the female 

body is often related to sexism and objectification 

of  female body. It is often on this basis that the 

representations of  oversexualized female body figure—

especially concerning the mass media’s depiction of  

highly sexualized body type consisting of  big breasts, 

thin waist, long legs, etc.—has been criticized and 

questioned. In a similar vein, my work has often been 

criticized for the use of  figures whose body shapes were 

“too perfect”—in other words, oversexualized, and thus 

promoting, directly or indirectly, sexual objectification of  

women. Most of  my works have employed a fair amount 

of  digitally generated 3D models of  female figures that I 

copied from popular video game characters. What these 

criticisms were implicitly suggesting was that I should 

replace certain visual elements in these figures that 

make them look, so to speak, “perfect”—large and firm 

breasts, long legs, thin waist, etc., with “ordinary” ones.

However, this kind of  simple replacement would be 

ineffective. Seen from the global and postcolonial 

perspective, the problem of  the representation of  

the female body is far more complicated than the 

straightforward, well-known narrative about the 

oversexualized female body. The way the female body 

is visualized and objectified in the Euro-American 

context is not the same across the globe, and certainly 

it is not timeless. Furthermore, taking for granted the 

Euro-American context regarding the visualization 

of  the female body could, in turn, be seen as an act 

of  ignorance. In order to address these challenges 

adequately, one must take a step back from the 

exclusively Euro-American context and thoroughly 

examine the historical and colonial conditions associated 

with the representation of  the female body. In the 

following section, I will discuss three female figures that 

exemplify the problems addressed above: Shin Yun-

bok’s Beauty, Mamoru Oshii’s Major Kusanagi, and Faith 

from Mirror’s Edge.
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One of  the places in which the complexity of  the 

representation of  the female body becomes most 

conspicuously entangled with sexist and colonial 

contexts would be South Korea, best represented by 

comparing Shin Yun-bok’s (1758-?) painting, Portrait 

of  A Beauty, and the popular movie, based on the same 

painting and of  the same title, released in 2008. The 

visual difference between what is considered ideal beauty 

in the Joseon5 dynasty and modern-day South Korea 

is, without any exaggeration, striking. Shin Yun-bok’s 

Portrait of  A Beauty was representative of  beauty in mid-

to-late Joseon period: small and soft facial features, long 

waist and short arms and legs. The body shape and facial 

features of  Kim Gyu-ri, the actress cast in the role of  

the woman shown in Shin’s painting, is a lot closer to the 

Western standard of  ideal beauty.

Such a difference can be attributed to a series of  

changes that the Korean society experienced during the 

colonial period around late 19th century. Almost every 

5 The Kingdom of Joseon was the last dynasty of Korea 
from July 1392 to October 1897.

Figure 2. Portrait of A Beauty by Shin Yun-bok’s (left)
Figure 3. Poster image of the movie Portrait of A Beauty (right)

Shin Yun-bok’s Beauty, Mamoru Oshii’s 
Kusanagi, and Faith from Mirror’s Edge



12

aspect of  society, including the beauty standard, would 

be restructured according to the “Western standard.” 

Neologisms such as “modern boy” or “modern girl”, 

which referred to people who dressed in Western clothes 

and behaved like Westerners, were coined alongside 

these changes. Consequently, the desire to become 

“Westernized,” which was a product of  colonialism, 

gave rise to the new benchmark of  an ideal and beautiful 

body—the Western body. Art pedagogy also underwent 

reforms that included making sketches of  plaster 

models of  ancient Greek sculptures around this period. 

Although over a hundred years have passed since the 

colonial period, these changes are still very prominent: 

many Korean art colleges test their students’ ability to 

accurately draw a bust of  Agrippa and Venus statues as a 

part of  their admission process, forcing young artists to 

cultivate their aesthetic sensibilities around these “white” 

plasters.

6 Roger Pe, “Yes, Asia is obsessed with white skin,” Inquirer Business, October 01, 2016, business.inquirer.net.

In Asian societies, the obsession with whiteness has 

become somewhat literal as well. Skin whitening has 

become a prevalent cosmetic market, which is “projected 

to reach $19.8 billion by 2018, driven by the growing 

desire for light-colored skin among both men and 

women primarily from the Asian, African and Middle 

East regions.6” Desire for whiter skin is not just a few 

people’s preference: 4 out of  10 women have used a skin 

whitening products in four Asian countries including 

Figure 4. News article on the fashion of the “modern girl“ in the 1903s
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South Korea.7 It is not surprising that Caucasian models 

are found in many cosmetics advertisements in Asia, 

since both the consumers and manufacturers there 

consider Western appearance, especially the white 

skin, as ideal beauty. The popularity of  Caucasian and 

Eurasian models in Asia reflects the postcolonial values 

of  commoditization and consumerism, in addition to 

the standard of  beauty, which is still influenced by the 

colonial past.8

The postcolonial situation in South Korean society, 

manifested by the difference between the beauty in 

Shin’s painting and the actress Kim Gyu-ri, is quite 

illuminating. The boundary between “perfect” and 

“ordinary” bodies is obfuscated, which makes their 

use in an artwork complicated. Would reviving and 

promoting Shin’s perspective on female beauty be better 

than appropriating Kim’s body and facial features? From 

today’s Euro-American perspective, Shin’s Beauty seems 

impeccably “ordinary” and far from the oversexualized 

7 Roger Pe, “Yes, Asia is obsessed with white skin,” Inquirer Business, October 01, 2016, business.inquirer.net.
8 Patricia Goon and Allison Craven, “Whose Debt? Globalization and Whitefacing in Asia,” Intersections: Gender, History and 
Culture in the Asian Context, no.9 (August 2003), intersections.anu.edu.au.

female body. However, one must realize that Shin’s 

painting was as much a form of  female objectification 

during the Joseon period as the oversexualized female 

figures promoted by the mass media today. After all, 

Portrait of  A Beauty depicts kisaeng, a courtesan and 

an artist who worked to entertain yangbans—male 

aristocrats—and the royal family. Such women were 

often treated as objects of  men’s sexual desire. One 

must question and problematize the inner logic of  

female objectification that makes use of  and animates 

certain visual elements rather than these elements.

We now turn to the Japanese anime industry. Many 

of  its productions have served as bases for live action 

films in and outside of  Japan, including Hollywood. 

Notorious for ruining great anime originals, Hollywood 

recently added Ghost in the Shell to the list of  anime-

based live action films such as Blood+, Dragon Ball, and 

Speed Racers. The original Japanese version is considered 

a cyberpunk classic and served as an inspiration for 
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many sci-fi films, such as The Matrix.

In addition to the pile of  problems these Hollywood 

remakes have demonstrated, the “whitewashing” 

controversy became a huge issue when it was decided 

that Scarlett Johansson would play the role of  Major 

Mokoto Kusanagi, the female protagonist. Twitter 

users started a campaign #WhitewashedOut, bringing 

up many previous cases, such as Dragon Ball and Speed 

Racers, in which Asian characters were played by white 

actors and actresses.

Despite the racial issues involved with the casting, the 

director of  the original anime film, Mamoru Oshii, 

apparently had no problem with it, as he revealed in an 

interview with IGN: “The Major is a cyborg and her 

physical form is an entirely assumed one. The name 

‘Motoko Kusanagi’ and her current body are not her 

original name and body, so there is no basis for saying 

that an Asian actress must portray her. Even if  her 

9 Alex Osborn, “Original Ghost in the Shell Director Mamoru Oshii Has No Problem with Live-Action Remake,” IGN, March 21, 
2017, ign.com.

original body (presuming such a thing existed) were a 

Japanese one, that would still apply.9” Oshii’s comment 

strangely resonates with the argument that anime 

characters are “racially unmarked,” which is commonly 

raised against the claim that a lot of  anime characters, 

with their non-black hair colors and huge round eyes, 

Figure 5. Scarlett Johansson from the movie Ghost in the Shell (left)
Figure 6. Majot Mokoto Kusanagi from the anime (right)
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look more like white people than Japanese even when 

they are supposed to be ethnically Japanese.10 Oshii 

seems to utilize this argument with an opposite end, 

which is to justify the decision to cast Johansson for 

Kusanagi.

10 Allegra Frank, “Hollywood’s whitewashed version of anime never sells,” Polygon, April 3, 2018, polygon.com.

Setting aside Oshii’s lack of  awareness for the 

long history of  Asian American actors being 

underrepresented in Hollywood and the actual 

racial dynamics in today’s globalized society, there is 

something else noteworthy in his interview. Although 

Oshii seems to agree that Kusanagi is supposed to be 

racially unmarked, the same does not seem to apply 

to her gender. Both Kusanagi and Johansson are 

discernibly female, embodying almost every element of  

the oversexualized female body. This is especially telling, 

when there has not been much discussion on beauty 

standards and female objectification. Johansson and 

Kusanagi actually do share a lot in their appearance, and 

even if  the director were to cast, for example, a Japanese 

actress for Kusanagi’s role, her appearance, just like 

Kim Gyu-ri from the Portrait of  A Beauty, would have a 

lot in common with a white female actress in terms of  

body shape and facial features, such as big, round eyes, 

large breast, etc. People who argue against whitewashing 

anime must also consider that a lot of  Japanese anime 

Figure 5. Scarlett Johansson from the movie Ghost in the Shell (left)
Figure 6. Majot Mokoto Kusanagi from the anime (right)
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directors share a deep-seated Euro-American standard 

of  female beauty, which should not remain hidden 

behind the racial argument.

Lastly, if  one examines the controversy surrounding a 

videogame character named Faith, the problem becomes 

even more complicated. When the Swedish game 

designers of  Mirror’s Edge released the teaser image of  

the main character Faith, one ethnic Korean user of  

DeviantArt—online art gallery and community—edited 

Figure 7. Faith from Mirror’s Edge (left)
Figure 8. Fan-Designed Faith (right)



17

the image to create a “prettier” Faith, accompanied by a 

complaint that many Westerners’ racial bias contributes 

to their blindness to the Asian standard of  beauty.11 His 

newer version made Faith’s eyes bigger and more round, 

her breasts larger, and her high cheekbone toned down.

 

It is ironic that this female figure which was newly 

created by the Korean DeviantArt user, who exercised 

his ethnic authority being better informed about “Asian 

standards” of  beauty, appears more Caucasian. This 

biased standard of  beauty not only makes the users feel 

marginalized about their own race but also gives rise 

to an ironic attitude that asserts their own, supposedly 

non-Western, perspective that still operates under 

the colonial frame. However, the DeviantArt user’s 

complaint actually has a point as well: often, the way 

white people perceive and visualize the Asian race entails 

peculiarly racialized features. His sentiments reflect how 

casting for the role of  Kusanagi with an Asian actress 

whose facial features conform more to the racialized 

11 Brian Ashcraft, “Faith From Mirror’s Edge Fan-Designed For Asian Tastes,” Kotaku, October 14, 2008, kotaku.com.

image of  Asian women in Western culture could have 

been equally problematic. This is to say that the attitude 

that equates “non-sexualized look” with appearances 

that evoke racialized features of  an East Asian person 

is deeply embedded with racial notions. Navigating 

between different standards of  beauty, especially in the 

complex post-colonial context we are dealing with today, 

where gender, race, culture, etc. are closely intertwined, 

is incredibly difficult, which requires one to take a very 

careful approach the problem.
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The “default” female models I have encountered 

when using software for 3D polymesh human figures 

are Caucasian. In addition, their body type is highly 

sexualized. In my art practice, I fabricate 3D models 

of  oversexualized female bodies, so often depicted 

in mass media, to criticize and thwart this manner 

of  visualization. I employ these “default” bodies and 

transform them in a way that exceeds the conventional 

human anatomy. Instead of  joints and muscles, a new 

set of  physiological units in the digital space—vertexes, 

edges, and faces—are moved, rotated, and scaled. All of  

the parts are distorted, integrated, and reassembled.

you and me and her or him or them or it or us (single channel 

video, 2016, 3'48") directly questions the represented 

images of  women of  the game industry. The figures 

were digitally generated with a factor of  100% female 

and Caucasian—which is generic—from character 

creation software. In the beginning of  the video, three 

women are sitting and lying down on the floor, leaning 

on each other. Slowly, they are metamorphosed into the 

grotesque. The image shifts from three characters to a 

tangled chimera and then to an abstract object.

For dissonance (single channel video, 2016, 3'03"), I 

designed a human body which is 100% female and 100% 

thin with its openings—eyeholes, nostrils, ear holes, a 

naval, and an anus are filled with 3D model flowers. It 

does not have any conventional genital parts, but it has 

mixed gender characteristics, such as gynecomastia and 

male-patterned hair growth. I coded parameters into the 

digital scene to make the character and the environment 

evolve by their own rules and interact with each other, 

deconstructing their forms and relationships within 

the narrative. The videos invite the viewers to a digital 

journey to decolonize their bodies and examine how 

identity is negotiated under the oppression of  species, 

gender, race, and politics.

However, dissecting the image of  the female body does 

Politics of Body



not guarantee that the notion becomes deconstructed. 

Although looking at and dissecting the body on the level 

of  vertexes, edges, and faces provides an interesting 

alternative to visualizing the body, this does not address 

how people visualize the body in the first place. In a 

sense, I only made those “beautiful” virtual bodies uglier 

and somewhat grotesque, without taking on the very 

fundamental logic behind the visualization of  the body.

 

While I was struggling to locate and deconstruct the 

more fundamental ways the female body becomes 

visualized, I was hospitalized, which was an eye opening 

experience. Constantly recognizing the materiality of  my 

body and its inextricable structure, I started to see the 

human body as an ecology where cells, bacteria, fungi, 

and other non-human microbes coexist, interacting with 

each other. This point of  view allows us to reconfigure 

the very way we conceptualize and visualize the body, 

and completely subverts the way people visualize the 

female body as well.

Figure 9. Video still from dissonance, Single channel video, 2016





Figure 10. Video still from you and me and her or him or them or it or us, Single channel video, 2016
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Microscopic Gaze

The way in which bodies are visualized in the field of  

science can be illuminating. In employing the scientific 

practice beyond new media, I aim not only to envision 

new methodologies, but also to expand perspectives on 

subject matter and engage with other communities. I 

collaborated with Dr. Dayan Wickramaratne, a biotech 

engineer, to delve into microbial image processing and 

by capturing microbial cells from my body. Looking 

closely at our bodies on the molecular level reveals 

interesting points.

Microscopy is generally used to observe the morphology 

of  biological samples. Optical microscopes can easily 

achieve this by employing visible light as a light source, 

but is limited in resolution to the micrometer unit.12 

To compensate for the low resolution of  the light 

microscope, an electron microscope is used to observe 

samples such as bacteria or viruses in nanometric 

scale.13 Types of  electron microscopes range from a 

scanning electron microscope (SEM) to a transmission 

12 The width of a single human hair ranges from approximately 10 to 200 micrometers.
13 1000 nanometers is equivalent to 1 micrometer.

Figure 11. Optical micrograph of fingernail
Figure 12. SEM micrograph of fingernail

(Source: natureofthechemicalblog.blogspot.com)
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electron microscope (TEM). Generally, SEM is used to 

observe the surface of  the sample, and TEM observes 

the internal structure through the sample. I focused on 

utilizing SEM images through this research in order to 

investigate how microorganisms were visualized.

 

What seems peculiar here is that electron microscopes 

cannot produce color images,14 since they do not employ 

visible rays. Therefore, scientists often conduct artificial 

coloring as an aesthetic effect for these SEM images, 

to clarify structure or to render the sample to appear 

“realistic”.15 By the nature of  this coloring, there is no 

connection between the color and specimen, which is to 

say that the choice of  color is arbitrary. The YouTube 

channel “Photoshop for the Scientist”16 explains how 

to make more creative and beautiful microbial images, 

leaving the color to the taste of  the individual scientist. 

In the images capturing microorganisms inhabiting the 

human body, coloring distinguishes the microorganisms 

from the human body. Here, the colored objects—

14 “MyScope: Training for Advanced Research,” Australian Microscopy & Microanalysis Research Facility, ammrf.org.au/myscope/
sem.com.
15 Policarp Hortolà, “Using digital colour to increase the realistic appearance of SEM micrographs of bloodstains,” Micron 41, no. 7 
(2010): 904, doi:10.1016/j.micron.2010.06.010.
16 youtube.com/channel/UCcxQOytJt6vDrsaIIseT7DQ

microorganisms foreign to the human body—become 

the subject, not a peripheral substance. The dependency 

of  human body and microorganism is overturned on 

visual level. The coloring still carries the dichotomous 

demarcation, but, to some degree, it attempts to 

obfuscate the boundary. In microbial pictures, color is 

not an index. The main focus for the researchers is on 

microbial activities and interactions, which is to say that 

Figure 13. Youtube channel “Photoshop for the Scientist“



26

there is no sovereign body or agency that governs these 

interactions and activities in microbial images.

17 Ahmad P. Tafti, “Recent Advances in 3D SEM Surface Reconstruction,” Micron 78 (2015): 54, doi:10.1016/j.micron.2015.07.005.
18 Martina Fröschl, “Computer-generated images of microscopic soil organisms for documentary films,” Soil Organisms 86, no.2 
(2014): 95.
19 Jefferey C. Pommerville, “Structure of Bacterial and Archaeal Cells,” in Fundamentals of Microbiology (Burlington, MA: Jones & 
Bartlett, 2014), 106.

SEM by itself  cannot generate 3D images, which, 

therefore, need to be constructed from a pair of  

images.17 A 3D model constructed from a set of  multiple 

high-res images is developed and animated based on live 

observation.18 3D microbial images are needed, not to 

show the represented images of  the microbes, but to 

explain and inform the characteristics of  their form and 

variations. In this sense, scientists focus on the specific 

structural features of  organisms—shape, pattern, size, 

etc. For example, Bacillus is any bacterium that has a rod 

shape, and it can be subclassified on the basis of  the 

number of  twists per cell, cell thickness, cell flexibility, 

and motility.19 It is usually depicted as a cylindrical 

form with round caps at each end, and each individual 

varies in its size, flexibility and texture. To deliver the 

information of  microorganisms’ shape and behavior 

effectively, the visualization entails logical simplifications 

as well as the observation of  shape, motility, interaction, 

and variation of  bacteria with the help of  instruments. 

Figure 14. Arrangement of bacillus
(Source: laboratoryinfo.com)
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We see it in our everyday life—tadpole shaped graphics 

as sperms and spiky ball shapes as an influenza virus. 

These images are constructed not only from observation 

enabled by scientific instruments but also from bits 

of  information that are not visible. Creation of  these 

scientific images of  microorganisms is very much like 

generating infographics, which visualizes concepts that 

cannot be seen.

Another interesting aspect of  these images is that 

microbial images are depicted as an assemblage and 

not an individual entity. It is hard to find imagery of  

bacterium or fungus because they cannot exist as a 

single entity. Each share only the basic form that varies 

in detail. There is a default shape, but that default only 

exists as a concept. The generated image is a collection 

of  variations of  that default shape. This is to say 

that one entity is neither “more perfect” nor “more 

ordinary” than another. Scientists refer to the mobility 

of  bacteria and designate the position of  each bacteria 

Figure 15. Illustration of sperm (Source: CBS News) 
Figure 16. Illustration of influenza virus (Source: BBC News)



28

in order to describe certain circumstances. For example, 

the scalp image of  a hygienic person contains a small 

amount of  dead skin cell, but infection of  the follicles 

is expressed in a superimposed structure with a thicker 

dead skin cell. This assemblage exists as a fluid, open 

structure. It is an irregular structure which implies 

different relations, not rationally and mechanically 

excluding subjectivity.

Figure 17. Illustration of scalp
(Source: healthline.com)
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Fragmented Bodies – Microbiome

I closely examined the human body, which turned out 

to be very different from what I expected. I knew that it 

would be composed of  millions of  cells but there were 

more—the microbiome. Microbiome is an ecological 

community of  commensal, symbiotic and pathogenic 

microorganisms found in and on all multicellular 

organisms studied to this date, from plants to animals. 

The human microbiome comprises of  the populations 

of  microbial species that live on or in the human 

body—the commensal bacteria, viruses and fungi, and 

other single-celled animals such as archaea and protists 

that call our bodies home and are ten times as many 

more than human cells.20 To understand the mechanisms 

of  body, we need to pay attention to the microbiome. 

Microorganisms interact with each other and affect each 

part of  body.

For example, staphylococcus is one of  the representative 

species of  bacteria that reside in a human body. They 

are harmless on human skin and mucous membranes, 

20 Alanna Collen, 10% Human: How Your Body’s Microbes Hold the Key to Health and Happiness (New York, NY: Harper, 2016), 7.
21 Ibid, 95-190.

but when the population increases or penetrates 

internal organs, it can cause a wide array of  diseases. 

The viability of  microbiome, its flow and intensity, 

interacts and communicates within its assemblage. Even 

obesity and intelligence are determined by distribution 

of  different types of  microorganism in the body.21 

Microorganisms cannot be observed with bare eyes 

but exist very close to the body in certain presence 

and form, deterritorializing the strata of  organism. By 

looking at the body on a microscopic level, individual 

identities become distinguishable not by the socially 

constructed categories such as skin color, sex, education 

level, or economic status but by the degree of  intensity 

of  microbial interactions and their effects. From this 

perspective, the notion of  body denotes a fluctuating 

domain for fragmented individuals rather than a singular, 

wholesome entity.
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The Rebirth of Venus

Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of  Venus (c. 1485 C.E.) 

is one of  the most famous works of  art from the 

Renaissance. It was the first example of  the fantasized 

female body that I encountered in art history classes. 

Botticelli’s Venus is the ancestor of  the images of  female 

body depicted by mass media in our contemporary 

society. The body of  Venus is exaggerated in a way that 

worships the beauty standard and ideal femininity of  the 

time. Her neck and legs are ridiculously long—especially 

the proportion of  her neck, which is anatomically 

implausible. The Venus is covering her breasts and 

genitals with her hands and her long and curly hair. Her 

posture implies that she has kept her virginity and sexual 

fidelity, which conformed to the sexual norms and 

morality at that time.

 

I incorporated the figure of  Venus into the digital 

world and reconfigured her in a very different context 

by creating a 3D model entitled 000Venus_final. The 

purpose was to satirize the biased representation of  

female body. When I mimicked the thin and long neck 

from the painting as manifestation of  the exaggerated 

look that has been forced on women, certain types of  

glitches were generated. Those fragmented polygonal 

surfaces were not meant to be fixed as smooth surface, 

but to remain as glorious wounds. I removed her 

cumbersome curly hair, and changed her hands covering 

the genital area into an agitating gesture showing 

the middle finger. This newly created 3D Venus—

000Venus_final, subverts the patriarchal expectations 

forced on women.

Figure 18. The Birth of Venus, Sandro Botticelli



Figure 19. Glitches on 000Venus_final (left)
Figure 20. Middle finger posture (right)

Figure 21. Digital production of 000Venus_final
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The coded images produced by media in the current 

digital age give prominence to the interface between the 

virtual and real. The body of  000Venus_final without 

physical materiality as 3D imagery becomes an interface, 

a space as a mediator, and a placeless place. Within 

the body of  the 000Venus_final, 3D microbiome is 

constantly generated, fluctuating within this provocative 

body. The simulated 000Venus_final is located between 

spaces separated by the binaries of  center and periphery, 

territory and deterritorialization. The empty space in the 

000Venus_final, unoccupied by virtual microorganisms, 

suggests the boundary as a convcept of  an open space, 

which implies a wider array of  change and possibility, 

rather than a negative space.
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Figure 22. Video sequence of 000Venus_final
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Animated Microbiome

By adopting scientific methodology, I composed the 

ecology of  the virtual Venus, 000Venus_final, of  five 

representative species of  human microbiome: four 

bacteria and one fungus—Bacillus subtilis, Staphylococcus 

warneri, Streptococcus mitis, Acinetobacter calcoaceticus, 

and Saccharomyces cerevisiae—were reinterpreted and 

animated in the form of  3D polygons. Bacillus 

subtilis is commonly found in the upper layer of  the 

soil and the digestive tracts of  humans and other 

animals, including insects. A study shows the number 

of  spores found in the human guts is too many to 

be attributed solely to consumption through food 

22 Huynh A. Hong, “Bacillus subtilis isolated from the human gastrointestinal tract,” Research in Microbiology 160, no.2 (2009): 134.
23 Robert Barigye, “Diagnostic evidence of Staphylococcus warneri as a possible cause of bovine abortion,” Journal of Veterinary 
Diagnostic Investigation 19, no.6 (2007): 694.

contamination.22 Virtual Bacillus subtilis, which is now 

visible to bare eyes, blurs the boundary between us 

and other organisms, and raises our awareness for 

the undetectable interactions between us and others. 

Staphylococcus warneri, a common commensal organism 

and a part of  the microbiome on human skin, rarely 

causes disease but may occasionally cause infection 

within a weak immune system and has been suggested 

as the cause of  miscarriage.23 Virtual Staphylococcus warneri 

serves as a measure of  the system’s integrity and to 

advocate every Venus’s right. Streptococcus mitis, which 

survived for over two years on the Surveyor 3 probe 

Figure 23. Bacillus subtilis 
Figure 24. Staphylococcus warneri

Figure 25. , Streptococcus mitis
Figure 26. Acinetobacter calcoaceticus

Figure 27. Saccharomyces cerevisiae
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on the moon,24 exists as a digital form to symbolize 

strong vitality and infinite possibilities. Acinetobacter 

calcoaceticus is whole-body distributed bacteria. It is 

known as an alternative to Acinetobacter baumannii in the 

laboratory setting due to their cost-effective nature. 

Virtual Acinetobacter calcoaceticus represents globalization 

and mass-production. Saccharomyces cerevisiae is a fungus 

that inhabits the surface of  fruits, such as a grape. Also 

known as a brewer’s yeast or baker’s yeast, Saccharomyces 

24 “Surveyor 3 Streptococcus Mitis (APSTREPMIT),” National Aeronautics and Space Administration, lsda.jsc.nasa.gov/scripts/
experiment/exper.aspx?exp_index=1651.

cerevisiae is grown specifically for human consumption 

and sold commercially as a food product in the form of  

flakes or powder. The synthetic creations of  the virtual 

microorganisms are juxtaposed with the history of  

development of  Saccharomyces cerevisiae.

The direction, speed, and collision factors of  these five 

microbiome species are determined by pre-programmed 

formulae. I coded the motility of  the virtual microbial 

Figure 28. Rendered image of the virtual microbes



cells against real-world physiology. They collide, bounce, 

and go through each other, merge with one another, 

and subtract from and reflect others. In this pluralistic 

and unpredictable disorder, innumerable variables are 

created, and the structure is continually created and 

transformed and de-territorialized. The virtual camera 

zooms in on the metaphysics of  the 3D Venus and 

navigates this digital ecological community.

The imagery of  this inextricable entanglement is the 

assemblage of  the virtual microorganisms. Sharing the 

boundary surfaces, the scattered microorganisms do not 

exist as a single entity. They have individual positions, 

breaking the homogeneous spatio-temporal order. Each 

virtual cell is neither surplus that becomes “the other” in 

the dichotomy of  the center and the periphery, nor the 

subject distinguished by the biological and innate factors. 

They exist through an interaction among the traces of  

socio-culturally heterogeneous and hybrid elements. 

The 3D microbiome-Venus has an open structure 

of  the human body and exists as a combination of  

the heterogeneous, relational terms and as a trail of  

differences and changes. This 3D microbiome-Venus 

body refers to not a body that constitutes a single entity 

but the coexistence of  independent beings that can 

fluctuate and never be the same.

The virtual microorganisms constantly move according 

to variables, and their arrangement and relationship 

change. I focus not on the space itself  formed by the 

accumulation of  the virtual microorganisms, but on the 

gap formed by the fragments—the boundary as space, 

and furthermore, the fluidity of  the boundary caused 

by the movement of  debris. The traces through the 

Figure 29. Digital production of Venus Iteration
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confrontation of  the differences are engraved on the 

screen. Through the form of  fragmentation, the 3D 

microbiome-Venus becomes the intertwined structure 

where all kinds of  heterogeneous things are tangled and 

carried out.

Figure 30. Digital production of Venus Iteration





Figure 31. Video still from Venus Iteration, 2017





Figure 32. Video still from Venus Iteration, 2017
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Tangible Microbiome 

The digital world has fundamentally rearranged the 

ways in which we communicate and express ourselves.25 

The virtual microbiome-Venus is alive on the screen, 

deconstructing the notion of  human body and 

Eurocentric conventional female beauty and embodying 

the disentangled non-linear narratives around our lives—

female freedom, vitality, possibility, globalization, and 

synthesis. The 3D microbiome-Venus reaches beyond 

her existence on screen, and tries to achieve a legitimate 

identity over the limits of  optical perception. According 

to Erkki Huhtamo, “the idea of  interactivity is intimately 

linked with touching.”26 While vision requires a 

distance for us to interact, tactile sense diminishes the 

boundaries. The notion of  “touch” perceives the world 

as an extension of  tangible experience instead of  an 

extension of  images. The characteristics of  the tactile 

sense, proprioceptive perception, enables the viewer to 

relate to the Venus beyond the screen.

What we see is often illusory, and only what is explored 

25 Steven R. Holtzman, Digital Mosaics: The Aesthetics of Cyberspace (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1997), 18.
26 Erkki Huhtamo, “Twin-Touch- Test-Redux: Media Archaeological Approach to Art, Interactivity and Tactility,” in MediaArtHistories, 
ed. Oliver Grau (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2007), 81.
27 Claudia Benthien, Skin: On the Cultural Border Between Self and the World (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1999), 
222.
28 Natural resin is produced by plants as a highly viscous substance.

by touching can be real.27 The creation of  tangible 

objects of  the virtual microorganisms using 3D printing 

did not help much, since the result of  this process 

was a redundant reproduction of  the illusions—the 

virtual images, the abstracted and visualized forms of  

microorganisms. Having actual objects whose shape 

corresponds with the virtual images did not guarantee a 

valid identity to these objects.

 

Thus, the virtual microorganisms were hand-sculpted 

out of  clay and duplicated—through molding and 

casting—multiple times. These mass-produced objects, 

entitled MOO, were cast with multiple combinations of  

chemicals—mostly synthetic resin.28 During this hands-

on process, the microbiome was transplanted between 

hands, the clay objects, the molds, the castings, and the 

air. Through this diaspora of  microbiome, various types 

of  material were experimented with, contaminated, and 

blended, along with many molds that were produced, 

damaged, and fixed. The manufacture of  MOO inhibits, 



relocates, and traverses various colonies. MOO connotes 

the evolutionary process of  microbiome from the 

mere presence to magnified images, to augmented 

3D forms, and back to the tangible reality, being a 

hybrid between synthetic/natural and virtual/real. 

MOO was attached to a custom-made round table—

approximately the size of  a dinner table for four people. 

The surface of  the objects became the interface for 

the other microbiomes—the audience through somatic 

interactions.

Figure 33. Production of MOO
Figure 34. Production of MOO
Figure 35. Production of MOO
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Intertwined Bodies

Venus iteration is an interactive installation that is the 

outcome of  my research into a different way to visualize 

and perceive female body. It consists of  a large-scale 

video projection of  the 3D animation of  the virtual 

microbiome-Venus, a roundtable covered with MOO, 

a digital microscope, and sound system. A digital 

microscope, hanging from the ceiling over the table, is 

activated only when it comes into contact with a human 

body. The sound was arranged by the sound artist and 

music producer Jen Agosta using pieces of  recorded 

sounds of  body parts retrieved through a contact 

microphone.

Just like having dinner around an ordinary table—

constantly consuming other organisms, dismantling the 

bionomic environments of  our bodies, transplanting 

body fluids, and interchanging our social and 

cultural experiences—the audience is invited to this 



microbiome luncheon to examine their bodies and 

those of  others. The participants—the aggregations of  

microorganisms—experience the human body through 

the microscope and through complex interactions with 

each other and MOO. The imagery of  enlarged body 

parts is juxtaposed with a virtual ecosystem in real-time, 

and the corporeality of  the microorganism-objects 

provides tangible interactions with material agency, 

through which the participants are led to examine 

the body. The virtual images, the real-time video 

projection, the tangible objects, and the participants are 

all interwoven, manifesting the notion of  the body as 

an aggregate of  fragmented entities, and highlighting 

the fluctuating identity of  the Venus. The installation 

deconstructs our conventional way of  perceiving the 

human form in represented images, suggesting a new 

aesthetic experience and a way of  recognizing the world.

Figure 37. Venus Iteration
Figure 38. Venus Iteration
Figure 39. Venus IterationFigure 36. Venus Iteration





Figure 40. Venus Iteration

Figure 41. MOO
Figure 42. MOO





Figure 43. Venus Iteration
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The body in the Venus Iteration cannot be explained 

through analogies, but rather as an in-between existence. 

It does not consider body as a wholesome entity—a 

body as a form, an object, and a subject that we 

ordinarily perceive or visualize—but requires us to look 

at our bodies from an entirely different perspective, 

seeking to subvert the belief  that a body is wrapped 

in skin as a fixed form and has a singular identity. The 

Venus Iteration does not try to look like the human 

body, to imitate the human body, nor to become an 

analogy of  human body. The virtual microbiome, MOO 

in the work, and the microorganisms transmitted from 

the participants enter into the “zone of  proximity” 

that, according to Deleuze, “makes it impossible to say 

where the boundary between the human and body lies—

something shared or indiscernible.”29

29 Gilles Deleuz and Félix Guattari, A thousand plateaus (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 273.

The body that the audience identifies with through 

this work is neither the image of  the 3D Venus nor 

the projected images of  themselves. It is a hybrid of  

the abolition of  a colonized beauty standard, disrupted 

scientific information and overturned perception. 

Anti-physiological, virtual microbiome inhabiting the 

mischievous Venus immerses the participants and 

encourages them to touch, interact, and contribute their 

own bodies to the work. This convoluted experience 

constructs a new notion of  body.

Venus Iteration
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In every exhibition, Venus Iteration will be presented 

in a new iteration. The materiality of  MOO will be 

further experimented with, especially with bioplastics, 

which can provide a proper environment for the 

microbiome originating from participants’ bodies to 

inhabit and grow. The manner of  interactions between 

the participants will be directed in reference to various 

dining cultures. Corresponding “tables” will be 

produced—a floor dining table, a large feast table, or 

simply a floor mat.

Microbiome is constantly transmitted from a participant 

and vice versa. This newly created ecology will be 

observed under a microscope, generated as digital 

microorganisms, and added to the existing cybernated 

ecosystem. As soon as the new virtual microorganisms 

are transplanted, the “current” environment network 

with the newcomers, entangling the history and the 

simulated present. The updated animation interferes 

with the imagery of  a participant’s enlarged body which 

transmutates in real time. This endless feedback suggests 

a heterogeneous body, decolonizing the visuality of  the 

human body. Venus Iteration continuously iterates being 

disembodied, fragmented, interstitial, transitional, and 

emergent bodies.

New Iteration















62

Ashcraft, Brian. “Faith From Mirror’s Edge Fan-Designed For Asian Tastes.” Kotaku. October 14, 2008. http://kotaku.
com/5062933/faith-from-mirrors-edge-fan-designed-for-asian-tastes (last accessed Agust 25, 2017).

Barigye, Robert, Lynn Schaan, Penelope S. Gibbs, Ev Schamber, and Nell W. Dyer. “Diagnostic evidence of  Staphylococcus warneri as a 
possible cause of  bovine abortion.” Journal of  Veterinary Diagnostic Investigation 19, no.6 (2007): 694-696.

Benthien, Claudia. Skin: On the Cultural Border Between Self  and the World. New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1999.

Bond, Sarah E. “Why We Need to Start Seeing the Classical World in Color.” Hyperallergic. June 07, 2017. https://hyperallergic.
com/383776/why-we-need-to-start-seeing-the-classical-world-in-color/ (last accessed Agust 25, 2017).

Collen, Alanna. 10% Human: How Your Body’s Microbes Hold the Key to Health and Happiness. New York, NY: Harper, 2016.

Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus. Minneapolis, MN: University of  Minnesota Press, 2007.

Eng, David L. “I’ve Been (Re)Working on the Railroad: Photography and National History in China Men and Donald Duk.” in Racial 
Castration: Managing Masculinity in Asian America, 35-103. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001.

Frank, Allegra. “Hollywood’s whitewashed version of  anime never sells.” Polygon. April 03, 2017. https://www.polygon.
com/2017/4/3/15142608/hollywood-anime-live-action-adaptations-ghost-in-the-shell (last accessed Agust 25, 2017).

Fröschl, Martina, Stephan Handschuh, Rudolf  Eriach, Thomas Schwaha, Helmuth Goldammer, Reinhold Fragner, and Manfred 
G. Walzl. “Computer-generated images of  microscopic soil organisms for documentary films.” Soil Organisms 86, no.2 
(2014): 95-102.

Goon, Patricia, and Allison Craven. “Whose Debt?: Globalisation and Whitefacing in Asia.” Intersections: Gender, History and Culture 
in the Asian Context, no. 9 (August 2003). February 2008. http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue9/gooncraven.html (last 
accessed Agust 25, 2017).

Holtzman, Steven R. Digital mosaics: the aesthetics of  cyberspace. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1997.

Bibliography



63

Hong, Huynh A., Reena Khaneja, Nguyen M.K. Tam, Alessia Cazzato, Sisareuth Tan, Maria Urdaci, Alain Brisson, Antonio 
Gasbarrini, Ian Barnes, and Simon M. Cutting. “Bacillus subtilis isolated from the human gastrointestinal tract.” Research in 
Microbiology 160, no.2 (2009): 134-143.

Hortolà, Policarp. “Using digital colour to increase the realistic appearance of  SEM micrographs of  bloodstains.” Micron 41, no. 7 
(2010): 904-908. doi:10.1016/j.micron.2010.06.010 (last accessed August 25, 2017).

Huhtamo, Erkki. “Twin-Touch- Test-Redux: Media Archaeological Approach to Art, Interactivity and Tactility.” in MediaArtHistories, 
edited by Oliver Grau. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2007.

“MyScope: Training for Advanced Research.” Australian Microscopy & Microanalysis Research Facility. http://ammrf.org.au/
myscope/sem.com (last accessed August 25, 2017).

Mirzoeff, Nicholas. The Right to Look: A Counterhistory of  Visuality. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011.

Osborn, Alex. “Original Ghost in the Shell Director Mamoru Oshii Has No Problem with Live-Action Remake.” IGN. March 21, 
2017. http://www.ign.com/articles/2017/03/21/original-ghost-in-the-shell-director-mamoru-oshii-has-no-problem-
with-live-action-remake (last accessed June 28, 2017).

Pe, Roger. “Yes, Asia is obsessed with white skin.” Inquirer Business. October 01, 2016. http://business.inquirer.net/215898/yes-
asia-is-obsessed-with-white-skin (last accessed June 28, 2017).

“Surveyor 3 Streptococcus Mitis (APSTREPMIT).” National Aeronautics and Space Administration. http://lsda.jsc.nasa.gov/
scripts/experiment/exper.aspx?exp_index=1651 (last accessed August 25, 2017).

Tafti, Ahmad P., Andrew B. Kirkpatrick, Zahrasadat Alavi, Heather A. Owen, and Zeyun Yu. “Recent Advances in 3D SEM Surface 
Reconstruction.” Micron 78 (2015): 54-66. doi:10.1016/j.micron.2015.07.005 (last accessed August 25, 2017).

Pommerville, Jefferey C. “Structure of  Bacterial and Archaeal Cells.” in Fundamentals of  Microbiology, 99-132. Burlington, MA: Jones & 
Bartlett, 2014.



explores disembodied, fragmented, interstitial, and emergent bodies. 
Through performative media, she creates sites for fluctuating identities 
where personal and social experiences are revisited and boundaries are 
convoluted. Her works have been presented internationally at various 
venues from Netherlands, Germany, Spain, Bulgaria, Portugal, India, 
Ethiopia, South Korea to the USA. She received her BFA from SAIC and is 
currently a candidate for the Master of Fine Arts at UCLA Design Media 
Arts.

www.sanglimhan.work

08. 28. 2017
Los Angeles, USA


