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POP 823 Wednesday 8 February 2012 

Today's POP is Stephanie rethinking cyborgs and Fritz Lang's Maria…  

 

If you have a free afternoon, you should definitely pop over to the ROLLO gallery for a small but loaded 
exhibition, The Body in Women's Art Now. In the third installment of her three-part series, curator 
Philippa Found explores the current and future state of the female body within the realm of 
contemporary technology.  
   
The space is currently hosting work by four very postmodern feminists including recent Slade grad 
Helen Carmel Benigson, aka. Princess Belsize Dollar. A performance artist, Benigson uses an alter-ego 
to explore and push the boundaries of social media and gender performativity.  
   
I had a chat with both Benigson and Found to ask them some questions about their work, the exhibition, 
and the current position of the female body in a technological world.  

   
HELEN CARMEL BENIGSON (PRINCESS BELSIZE DOLLAR)  
 
Tell me about your alter ego; where does Princess Belsize Dollar come from?  

 
Princess Belsize Dollar was created in LA. She is a rapper and sushi addict! She stands for a feminine, 
super-sexy activist who performs as a version of myself as well as a completely severe alternative. 
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Princess Belsize Dollar is a constructed identity, designed to conceal at the same time as reveal through 
performance. Her ideal collaboration would be with Eminem.  
 
Do you think we are empowered or restricted by our Internet avatars? Are you empowered or 
restricted by your various avatars? 
It’s empowering at the same time as endangering. I think avatars become signs and symbols for things, 
which can be problematic if they stop stimulating image and performance in real life. I am interested in 
how the corporeal is thought about in relation to the screen and furthermore, thinking about the screen 
as a space itself.  

 

Helen Carmel Benigson- Tweeting Even Though No-one Is Listening, 2011, Courtesy of the Artist and ROLLO 
Contemporary Art   

Are we becoming, or are we currently, cyborgs? 
Well I know I am not a cyborg… 
 
“Why you shouldn’t date a soldier” collages and layers various portals of the World Wide Web and cyber 
culture. The composition is extremely stressful visually, was this your intention? How do you address the 
aesthetic of your work? 
I like the idea of the images being stressful – I mix real architecture in the Middle East with sushi and 
Blackberries. I approach the aesthetic of the video by thinking about each individual frame – they all 
become sections of spaces and cells that are blown up, printed out or enlarged. Thinking about each 
frame as a separate space allows me to create a visually rich, bloody, hypnotic site for visual 
descriptions of performance, cyber and territory.  

 
What limits do you face in your work? Technologically speaking? Theoretically speaking? 
I feel that my practice both acknowledges and contests the limits of physical and technological 
boundaries. I am interested in the limit of something as a space in itself. I don’t think my work sets out to 
address the borders between self and the world, or art and life, although obviously identity within 
territory is a concern. I think there is a big difference between presenting dichotomies, which I don’t aim 
to do, and performing occupation, which I hope my videos begin to do. 
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PHILIPPA FOUND, CURATOR 

How did you come across these three particular artists and decide to curate them within The 
Body in Women’s Art Now series?  

The idea of The Body in Women’s Art Now exhibition series was to review woman’s art since 2000 that 
focuses on the body, and suggest three themes that seem to have emerged in this last decade. 
Exhibition Part 3, ReCreation, focuses on the body in art works in which artists are using new 
technologies and exploring the impact of these new technologies on our body, its experience and its 
status.  

Having looked at political performance based artworks in exhibition part 1 and its relation to the ground 
breaking feminist performance art of the 1960s and 1970s, and then representations of femininity and 
the body in exhibition part 2 (with reference to a development from the ‘bad girls’ movement of the 
1990s), I ideally wanted Part 3 to be very forward looking, and suggestive of the future of the body. I 
was familiar with 1990s cyborg art and the attention to the extension of the body in art, but wanted to go 
beyond this and update this to suggest, in a generation of artists with access to Web 2.0 and this 
cultural shift, what was happening now with newer technologies; the internet, Facebook, second life 
generation.  

Helen Carmel Benigson, one of the artists I represent at ROLLO Contemporary Art, was very much 
working in this terrain. At the time I started planning Body 3 she had just completed a video work ‘Why U 
Shouldn’t Date A Soldier’ (which is included in the exhibition), which used footage from the video game 
‘Call of Duty’, PKR Poker, YouPorn and Twitter, and was exploring the idea of the body’s occupation of 
cyberspace, performance, fantasy and control. For me the work spoke addressed all the current 
technological issues I had been hoping to be able to explore, so knowing this work was out there, I set 
about identifying other artists who were making works in this vein, and then choosing the artists whose 
works complimented each others within the context of the exhibition by bringing different issues to the 
table within each themes – and selected the artworks that I believe are the strongest and most iconic 
works exploring these very current issues. 
 
As your artists display, we perform hyper-gender roles through technology and our avatars; a 
constant masquerade. Are we truly empowered by technology and our avatars? At which point is 
our agency compromised? 
All the artists in ReCreation bring different responses and different angles to that question: 

I see Miri Segal’s BRB as very much addressing this issue. There is one scene in the thirty minute video 
documentary which I believe gets to the core of this issue: Towards the start of BRB we witness a 
conversation between philosophers around a campfire in Second Life, in which one of these avatars 
comments that she appreciates the non-flesh manner of the body in Second Life, which she believes 
allows the inhabitants to get right to the core of their ‘selves’. It’s an interesting proposition that suggests 
empowerment, in that the virtual body is suggested to be able to move beyond objectification and the 
burden of interpretation that one’s real body commands. Later in the video, however, I believe this body-
free ‘empowerment’ is undermined, as we witness two avatars having sex, where the male avatar asks 
the female avatar, “Are you touching yourself in real life?” suggesting that one needs a real body to give 
this fantasy any currency, and until we can feel virtually, the physical body will always be vital.  

Benigson’s work I believe most explicitly expresses the empowerment of the author of the avatar, versus 
the disempowerment of the receiver viewing or interacting with the online alter ego.  
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As an artist who we only know as an avatar – a representation – Gazira Babeli has been able to position 
her art aside from any biographical readings of the traditional artist, which in a way can be seen to be 
empowering.  

Anne-Marie Schleiner’s work, that doesn’t deal with avatars, but with gaming culture and gender 
construction certainly can be seen to suggest how gender stereotypes can be exacerbated in the 
context of gaming, and agency is compromised by having to assume pre-constructed gender 
stereotypes. Her work goes further though, to suggest that even if we aren’t active participants in 
gaming culture, these games are being utilized in domains far beyond the realm of the home 
video/computer, they are being employed in the training of the military, which pushes the idea of 
authority and control into a very different context.  

I’m interested in Donna Haraway’s ideas surrounding the cyborg: this dissolution of gender 
through the notion of the cyborg. Do you think we are becoming, or are we currently, cyborgs? 
Gazira Babeli – as the artist and the avatar – could be seen to be a cyborg, and for me her presence as 
avatar artist absolutely embodies this idea of gender dissolution, but, ultimately, Gazira is inevitably a 
construction of a human – even if we don’t know anything about that person – somewhere he/she exists 
in the traditional real life sense.   

Even in the context of Second Life, real life is ever present – so, no – I don’t think we are cyborgs yet. 
The artist's works in ReCreation explore a new terrain of representation and its impact on the body, but 
all of them (except perhaps Gazira’s work) explicitly references the human body and its consumption, or 
reception, of these technological experiences.  

Then again, when Donna Haraway spoke of us becoming ‘condensed image of both imagination and 
material reality’ I can see how our online profiles – our Facebook and our twitter pages – parading as 
reality but veiled in masquerade – could be seen to be an embodiment of this position!                

Where do you situate someone like Lady Gaga within this dialogue? 
I see her as the ultimate performance artist who performs the simulacrum of herself as well as of other 
artists (i.e. her Madonna like costumes/Elton John etc.). Rather than a cyborg, I see her ultimately as a 
performance artist. 
 
If there were to be a Part 4 to The Body in Women’s Art Now series, which direction would it 
take? 
The exhibitions were always conceived as a three part series, and as such the series has deliberately 
ended on a very forward thinking, futuristic and cutting edge theme, which, through exhibition and 
catalogue, has aimed to expand the discourse on an art of art practice that given its currency has had 
very little critical attention, until now.  

The Body in Women's Art Now: Part 3- ReCreation on until 2 Mar 12 at ROLLO Contemporary 
Art London   

rolloart.com/current_exhibitions  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


