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Abstract  
Art and design, both communicate ideas of personal, social, and cultural identity, expressing the 
concerns of the people and the spirit of the time. It is a mutually beneficial relationship, and throughout 
history art and design have influenced each other. From expression to experiment, both mediums 
facilitate human need. Whether on individual level or collective, if art responds visual and design to 
function, holistically they reflect the ambition of the age. 

The paper will aim to investigate body as site, as space for exploration and exaggeration for art and 
design. This research will be surveyed through a studio project, The Appearance, conducted by an 
artist and a designer. The project requires design students to build appendages or extensions for their 
own bodies, focusing on a single body part to use as a concerned area, playing ground, to respond to, 
project or limit the functionality. This paper aims to review the project and its objectives from the 
prospect of artist-design collaboration. Questioning perceptions of human body to the standards of 
beauty, from culture of spectatorship to awareness of the self, the paper seeks to elaborate the 
permeability of public and private suggesting anthropomorphic anxiety and sensuality that engages an 
almost erotic kind of conversation between the body and space. 

Through this research we are looking at human body & space as a phenomenon and a reality to check 
in with our existence physically and in our immediate environment. Further it suggests that the 
distance between art and design as creative processes might change according to intention, need, 
and cultural context. The angle of self-expression and individuality in art is often balanced by and 
overlaps with concerns of functionality and replicability in design. The body might play very different 
roles in the fields of art and design; the difference mainly lies from creating a dialogue ‘about the body’ 
to ‘for the body’. The Appearance walks the philosophical and technical line between the fields of art 
and design. The project comes from a performative and theatrical groundwork but results in a wide 
range of outcomes: products, haute couture garments and even prosthetics or supplements. 

Investigating the intersection of public and private, the paper intends to look at our cultural perception 
of the self, and its effect on the privacy of bodies in public space. As the project progresses in the 
studio, the self is exposed to the outside through the visual exaggeration of the (body) extension. The 
modification of sensory perception and experience of the physical adjustment ultimately influences our 
understanding of the real. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Mehr Javed sits under a spotlight to breathe through a respirator that is connected to a pair of animal 
lungs. She wears a sombre grey traditional dress and holds the trachea where it connects to the 
respirator. In the other hand she holds a tally counter and clicks it each time she exhales. Her 
breathing is laboured and deep. Her breathing pattern is sustaining the motion in the otherwise dead 
pair of lungs that is suspended in front of her body. Her inhale collapses the lungs and her exhale 
inflates them. She is performing the piece ‘Breath’ at the Khoj Residence, Delhi in 2008. The 
performance ends when she can no longer endure the breathing through the lung extension she is 
built for herself. Perhaps, her generous resuscitation of the lung contraption betrays her such that she 
struggles for her own supply of oxygen. Ultimately, she cuts the trachea using a kitchen knife and 
drops the organ on the floor, ending the performance. 
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Fig 1: Mehr Javed’s live performance at Khoj  

Source: Khojworkshop.org 2008 

In Javed’s performance, the body serves as a machine or becomes part of a machine that struggles to 
repeat an action but then breaks down. The notions of self and other, organic and mechanical are 
merged and re-imagined in the brief period of witnessing the performance. The uncreative and often 
ignored act of breathing is assigned meaning as a sign of life itself. The body becomes a site of 
negotiation between life and death, madness and reason. The work heavily alludes to Jana Sterbak’s 
Vanitas: Flesh dress for an albino anorectic (1987), the dress sewn from raw meat. The discomfort of 
encountering a body that extends its physical constraints of corporeality and challenges its natural 
habitat is a common experience in both the works. However, one work classifies the body as 
synecdoche in form of flesh, reintroducing the human as an edible, organic, biodegradable matter. 
While in the other work, the body is elevated to a cyborg, a part machine-part living mechanism that is 
sustaining and is sustained by a symbiotic relationship and a period of self-proclaimed detention.  

Live performances do not feature very heavily in the art scene of Pakistan. Javed’s piece, described 
above, is a rarely discussed piece in the art discourse, however, it is worth mentioning as a reference 
here because it explores time and performance as a medium and addresses concerns of body, bodily 
functions and their sustenance, body appendages and viscerality, deformation and sculpture etc. All 
these elements are of meaningful relevance to this paper because they are the premise upon which 
the project, The Appearance, is fashioned.  

2 THE APPEARANCE PROJECT 
The project discussed in this paper, The Appearance1, is perhaps the most significant project in the 
Foundation studio of SADA (School of Art Design & Architecture) at NUST (National University of 
Sciences & Technology), Islamabad. Its significance lies in its duration and also in its complexity of 
engaging multiple disciplines. It is offered to students who want to pursue architecture and industrial-
design programme. The project has to do with the understanding of constructed spaces, objects, and 
habitats as the extension of human needs and desire and as the counter form to the human body. The 
space can be extended to a room, a building, a city or eternity and can be reduced to a phone booth, a 
cell or a garment.  

The brief provided to the students, defines six-week duration of the project and breaks up the process 
of the project into two stages. The first phase requires the students to build independent sculptural 
pieces as body extensions for a selected body part from their own bodies. The proposed design 
should communicate the form and the function of the body part by amplifying, rejecting or subverting 
the physical realities of the body part. The second phase of the project begins when the body 
extensions have been designed. In groups of three, students come together to work with only selected 
extensions.  They are now asked to design a cell or pod unit around the selected extension. The 
proposed environment of the object should be able to hold the body of the user and the body 
extension from the first act. The newly designed casing with the extension plugged in and the human 
body is the capsule, container or packaging that carries the character into an imaginary arena or 

                                                        
1 For visual documentation on the project refer to https://lobsterco.wordpress.com/studio-pedagogy/the-appearance/ 
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space for viewership and sighting. The restricted dimensions of the pod correspond to that of a phone 
booth and should not exceed 1369 sq. inch. 

2.1 Body as Site: cultural context 
Sensory experiences become integrated through the body, or rather, in the very constitution of the 
body and the human mode of being. Psychoanalytic theory has introduced the notion of body image or 
body schema as the centre of integration. Our bodies and movements are in constant interaction with 
the environment; the world and the self-inform and redefine each other constantly. The percept of the 
body and the image of the world turn into one single continuous existential experience: there is no 
body separate from its domicile in space, and there is no space unrelated to the unconscious image of 
the perceiving self. [1] 

Hundreds of years of multicultural and colonial rule along with religious potency have shaped the 
Pakistani culture in a dubious blend of South Asian geographical influences and borrowed Arab and 
oriental identities. Here, the distinction between private and public spaces and lifestyles is stark and 
unambiguous. The idea of privacy holds a very physical, almost tangible shape. It exists in form of 
introverted architecture and it is demonstrated in the clothing, layering, veiling and gendered 
garments. It does not play an active role in defining self and the other in the modern sense of the word 
but rather plays out in defining ‘us’ and ‘them’ as family units, ethnicities, religious sects, tribal 
affiliations and strict gender roles.  All the way from physical features; shape of nose, colour of eyes, 
complexion, texture of hair of the people, to their garments, headgears and the colours of the fabrics 
worn, play an active role in the establishment of the us/them paradigm.  

The individualism of the capitalist age is a recent phenomenon in most of South Asia. Self as a 
politicised identity emerges as a result of the post-colonial consciousness. The stigma of the colonised 
body and its association with shame are revised in the digital, social media world. Posing for the 
camera, self-portraiture, selfie culture are all ways of empowering the self/ body relationship. The 
acquired confidence of the Millennials is a step towards self-actualization in the Pakistani culture. 
Unlimited access to lens gadgetry, and online archiving possibilities facilitate the emergence of a neo-
capitalist individual with multiple identities, both digitalized and ethnicized at the same time, as spoken 
of by Dona Haraway in the Cyborg Manifesto (1983). Consequently, all body extensions; clothes, 
costumes, burqas, veils, turbans, garlands, monkey suits, ceremonial swords and guns, operate as 
varying degrees of guises and offer layers of removal from the real self to the assumed self.  

Cindy Sherman’s work from the 70’s and 80’s is a constant play on self-portraiture and theatricality. 
Her gaze is instrumental in the success of her strategy; instead of confusing her characters with an 
exercise in role-playing, the viewer is confronted by her extraordinary gaze that challenges and 
penetrates the viewer. The pose itself is a meaningful message that goes beyond its seeming 
playfulness.  The effect of holding a pose in this constructed facade is that it elevates the body from 
flesh to an art form and also transforms the human in the body to a cyborg, a machine, and a 
sculpture. Similarly, Amelia Jones speaks of Hannah Wilke’s ability to strike a pose for the camera, 
even at a much younger age, as studied in her childhood photographs, ‘All of her life, Hannah Wilke 
conceived herself in relation to the world through the pose’. [2] 

 
Fig 2: Abdullah Javaid’s body-pod 

Source: Abdullah Javaid 2015 
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Figure 2 shows the pod that facilitated the performance by Abdullah Javaid. The uniqueness of this 
piece lies in the fact that the presence of the performer in the specific gear (body extension) is the only 
way of activating the pod. Hence, the pod is not just a space or site for holding the performance but 
the body of the performer is the site of the performance where the extension behaves as a connection 
point between the body and the pod. The true realization of the project is revealed in such a work 
where, at the brief moment of the performance, the distinction between the elements; body, object and 
space, is almost impossible to make. The constructed space is truly an extension of the physical 
posture of the subject carrying it.  

The performance is very short, lasting less than a minute because the entire weight of the body is 
suspended at the awkward point above the knees such that the torso is bent forward to fit into the 
space of the pod in a pseudo-sitting position. After a few seconds, the legs start to tremble and the 
body can no longer maintain the said posture. The piece is a demonstration of Artaud’s ‘Theatre of 
Cruelty’ (1935), where the performer is subjected to physical violence while also playing with the 
audience’s psyche. The work negotiates between suffering and pleasure of the erotic encounter, 
issues of sexual dominance and submission, and power play. In a manner of speaking, the pose of 
knee buckling as a means of defeat and submission is personified by mechanical means in this work. 

2.2 Body & Space  
Bourdieu in the essay The Aesthetic Sense as the Sense of Distinction refers to aesthetic disposition,   

But it is also a distinctive expression of a privileged position in social space whose distinctive value is 
objectively established in its relationship to expressions generated from different conditions. Being the 
product of the conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of existence, it unites all 
those who are the product of similar conditions while distinguishing them from all others. [3] 

Like aesthetics, accessibility is an expression of privilege. Aiming for efficiency and utilizing accurate 
space, Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky planned and organized a domestic kitchen that would reduce the 
burden, save labor, and provide physical comfort to women at home. The inspiration for the Frankfurt 
Kitchen (1926) comes from the corridors of trains and ships. After thorough study of motion and 
various movements required in the kitchen, she designed the layout as such that it would enhance 
efficiency and avoid unnecessary wastage of space. The kitchen becomes a cell, a unit that lets the 
body extend itself to perform certain actions. The space provided room for not just cooking and 
baking, but also storage and ironing board, facilitating the needs of a housewife. The entire space 
becomes a performance dictated by the body. 

Correspondingly a kitchen from katchi abadi (slums) contains a completely different set of ergonomics 
(or perhaps no ergonomics). The concept of a working triangle is spread over a complex area. The 
cooking section, which includes a tandoor and wooden stove are the only stations present inside an 
enclosed area, (which is called the kitchen). The washing area is usually outside this enclosed space, 
in the outdoors. Similarly the storage space is scattered inside the living quarter, on low roofs of the 
huts, or near windowsills, and even in the open under the sky. The layout of this vernacular kitchen is 
composed very close to ground level, and entirely built out of necessity and availability of resources. 
Hence, the definition of necessity takes a different meaning altogether. The anthropomorphic 
investigation creates a new conversation between body and space. The space once again becomes a 
performance; only this time the dictation is not entirely done by the body, but the accessibility of 
resources. 

The Appearance project invites you to find new ways to engage with everyday to communicate ideas 
about body and space, as a designer and as a member of the society. It encourages you to amplify 
your senses to get closer to your body and build relationship with the environment. It makes you 
question whether it is possible to rethink the traditional methods of reading and experiencing body in a 
certain space. 

It needs to be understood why this project is introduced to foundation year students for architecture 
and industrial design program. It begins with looking at the body, very objectively, its form, shape, 
presence, etc. it starts to become complex, when the student identifies a certain body part that she 
wants to work with and develop an extension for. Now the focus shifts to a small area, which is 
capable of performing a certain action that is associated with other body parts, yet the agenda is to 
maintain attention to that particular part in isolation, exploring its meticulous performance, form, and 
gesture. When that is explored, it is expected to then extend the body part (or its function/behavior) 
into the space around it. The student is left to take charge of the investigation and prepare a proper 
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case for its outcome. At this point, the project becomes a preparation or a sort of training of the mind; 
it tends to trigger curiosities and unsolved questions that should lead to a tangible conclusion. 
Considering the relevance of part one more for industrial design students and part two for architecture 
students, the project becomes a collaboration of these fields and individuals. The project’s process 
requires an in-depth investigation of why and how. This kind of encoding becomes crucial in the 
training of a designer, which should become an essential part of their practice later in the field.  

Ultimately this process requires an external source to be attached to the body (not necessarily 
referring to technology), but it reminds us of Sigmund Freud’s take on technology as a physical 
appendage:  

With every tool man is perfecting his own organs, whether motor or sensory, or is removing the limits 
to their functioning. Motor power places gigantic forces at his disposal, which like the muscles, he can 
employ in any direction. [4] 

Work such as German artist Rebecca Horn’s helps to elucidate such an idea. Two Hands Scratching 
Both Walls forces us to see beyond the obvious physical presence of the body extension, exploring its 
possibilities and impossibilities. The long extended fingers are claiming the space around her body 
demarcating the territory around her.  

Wearing mechanical gloves, Horn moves back and forth in space. With these long finger-gloves, she 
touches the walls of the room, exploring boundaries. It is as if she were coming to grips with the 
space. Her operation on the wall produces a scratch. The mark on the wall is a sign. Drawing 
perimeters, it becomes a signifier of desire and possession. Before, it was just an empty place. By 
scratching, it is as if she owned the room. [5] 

The Appearance project insists on weaving a narrative, and breaking the shell, innovating new ways of 
exposing the body and its creative powers. The physical limitations and man-made restrictions are 
forced to make way for a creative process to knit new grounds for communication, eventually moving 
past the conventional physical boundaries. Aliza Mahmood’s body extension studied anatomy, the 
bone structure and the muscles that help you flex. She believes her left leg is relatively more flexible 
than her right leg. Exploring the struggle for flexibility, the extension was designed to complete the 
imaginary curve of the knee joint and the ball-and-socket joint of the hip. The extension is made of iron 
plates to make it look and feel heavy; it amplifies the effort it takes to be flexible. Mahmood’s knee 
extension, which gives the impression of a Japanese war-fan, is about facilitating elasticity and the 
axis of movement her leg can achieve; on the other hand, it is talking about the struggle that is 
constantly required to maintain a certain body posture at its maximum axis.  

 
Fig 3: Aliza Mahmood’s body-extension 

Source: Aliza Mahmood 2015 

Aliza Mahmood’s struggle almost makes her appear as the modern age superhero Victor Stone, a 
fictional character, human-turned-cyborg whose body was shattered in an unfortunate accident but 
with the help of scientific experiments and technology, his body parts have been replaced with super 
modern gadgets and weaponry, at the same time providing life support. Cyborg being a complex term 
refers to an organism with restored function or amplified abilities due to technological amalgamation or 
artificial integration in the body. Donna Haraway in her manifesto explains the diverse dispositions of a 
cyborg.  
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The cyborg is resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and perversity. It is oppositional, 
utopian, and completely without innocence. No longer structured by the polarity of public and private, 
the cyborg defines a technological polis based partly on a revolution of social relations in the oikos, the 
household. [3] 

The second half of the project that dwells in making a body pod, a unit that contains the body 
extension (prepared in the initial part); it makes us question the built environment around us, and our 
existence in relation to it. The apparatus, the pod creates territories for the body in space. The link 
between body and extension, extension and pod, and pod and space, generate movements that 
reflect the wearer’s actual personality. The intensity of the conscious effort put in the movement or 
performance of the apparatus (body pod) defines the communication they build with the environment. 
In case of Mahmood’s piece, the pod being further addition of the fan-like body extension refers to a 
specific posture of the body. The form and shape of the pod reflects the desire to restrict elasticity and 
flexibility by positioning the leg in such a manner that the weight hangs off the leg, exerting more strain 
on the muscle and knee joint. The pod intends to capture the imaginary curve of the knee-joint, the 
transitory moment in time with each metal plate representative of the specific axis and position of the 
leg movement. Because the pod exists in space, which is shared with other pods, it is important to 
understand what each one stands for.  

 
Fig 4: Aliza Mahmood’s body-pod 

Source: Aliza Mahmood 2015 

The pod is a gesture indicating social behavior in space (public space). Defying the territorial nature of 
humans, the pod/s (bodies) start to interact with other pod/s bodies; hence, redefining the idea of 
territory to a shared space. It nearly becomes a visual from Mad Max: Fury Road, a post-apocalyptic 
action-thriller film. The pods become an object of individual expression, yet behaving collectively. 
From another perspective, the pod-defined territory becomes about lived social and bodily realities in 
which people are not afraid of sharing space. It starts to blur the boundaries of public and private, of 
where individual becomes collective, and art and design collaborate to produce analytical works.  

2.3 Artist & Designer Collaboration 
Speaking of collaboration and cross-discipline engagement, we cannot help but talk about the much-
hyped exhibition of 2008 at the Somerset House London, Skin & Bones: Parallel Practices in Fashion 
& Architecture. The works installed in the show challenge accepted boundaries in fashion and 
architecture, and celebrate the new approaches acquired by designers in either field. Skin & Bones 
examined more than fifty internationally distinguished designers who came together to fashion 
buildings and construct garments. The show aims to exhibit how architecture and fashion display 
ideas of social, cultural, and personal identity, examining the reasons of user and the requirement of 
the time.  

The collaboration between an artist and a designer in the foundation year studio at SADA has fostered 
fascinating shared ideas, discarding conventional definitions of their respective field and alternatively 
treating this platform as an investigation. Rather than giving straight answer or conclusion, because of 
this collaboration the studio becomes a space for reflection (for them and their students). It tends to 
question norm, behaviour, and need; suggesting a new role for art and design as a social and political 
medium, facilitating society. In the recent years, cross-discipline collaborations have reached new 
heights, and because of this shared pool of knowledge one is constantly in the position to question 
and expand the already existing ideas and understanding of the world.  
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Hussein Chalayan’s work is often referred to as performance rather than fashion because of the 
nature of collaborative mediums in his work. Establishing a dialogue between body, technology, and 
environment, Chalayan refers to his Remote Control dress (Spring/Summer 2000) 

The dress expressed the body’s relationship to a lot of invisible and intangible things – gravity, 
weather, flight, radio waves, speed, etc. Part of it is to make the invisible tangible, showing that the 
invisible can transform something and say something about the relationship of the object – the dress 
in this case – between the person wearing it and the environment around it. [3] 

In Chalayan’s dress, technology is pressed so close to the body, it literally makes the body a cog in 
the machine. The body can then be further connected to other machines; simultaneously this could 
link the wearer’s body to larger groups of people through wireless technology or other modes of 
communication. Breaking the boundaries of public and private, and transcending into a hybrid zone. In 
this case technology is shaping the body/wearer or vice versa; at the same time the body is 
determined by the values and ideals of the society, a paradox of technology and control.  

Saad Shahid’s body extension from The Appearance project, subtly highlights a similar case, working 
around his shoulder blade (scapula), he explored the hyper-mobility caused by the winging of his 
scapula. Just like the Remote Control dress, Shahid’s piece resonates the feature of a fashioned body 
rather than an organic body. It is an obvious visual of his condition. The silver top layer of the 
extension when winged at will reveals the yellow under-layer. The sensuality linked with concealing 
and revealing the body part (the bottom layer) and its behaviour is essential to Shahid’s extension. He 
continued to apply the same criteria to the body-pod with moveable parts; the pod conceals and 
reveals the person occupying it, but only at occupant’s will.  

 
Fig 5: Saad Shahid’s body extension and pod 

Source: Saad Shahid 2015 

Design objectively lays out a plan for the individual. Its process must be analytical and its outcome 
must be reasonable. The analytical side of design takes its inspiration from art; it starts with the self 
and spreads in space for public.  

Art displays a deep connection with emotions and lifestyles of people who make it and people who 
engage with it. Cultural practices, social environments, belief systems and political concerns all feature 
heavily as the subject and object of art around the world. Unlike design, art simply holds a mirror to 
what is instead of what should be. It does not advance to provide solutions to problems outside of 
itself. In a Greenberg manner of speaking, it is for itself.  
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Fig 6: Amna Zahid’s body-extension 

Source: Amna Zahid 2015 

Amna Zahid’s work literally holds a mirror up to her. Zahid wears the piece on her right eye with a 
mirror fixed at the furthest end, inside the tubular form at such a position that the eye looks backs at 
itself. The left eye is covered in an eye patch rendering it dysfunctional. The irony of sight plays out in 
a physical manner when wearing this extension. It amplifies the ‘blind spot’ of self-reflection as typical 
human nature.  

Zahid’s work builds on Sufi poet Bulleh Shah’s Punjabi verse about man’s incapacity to criticize self. 
Translated by Fazeel Azez Chauhan 

Parrh parrh alam fazal hoya 
Kadee apnay aap nu parrhaya ye naeen 
[He] Read a lot and became a scholar 
But [he] never read himself 

Ja ja warrda mandir maseetey 
Kadi man apnay which warrya ye naeen 
[He] goes enters into the temple & mosque 
But [he] never entered into his own heart 

Aewaien roz shaitan naal larrdaan 
Kadee nafs apnay naal larrya ye naeen 
He fights with the devil every day for nothing 
He never wrestled with his own ego [6] 

Bulleh Shah’s poetry has been sung in classical and modern music, it has also become the theme for 
art with special reference to miniature painting. Sufi philosophy of human existence, quest and 
mortality has influenced the art, music and literature of Central and South Asia people, in particular 
Muslims since many centuries. The physical manifestation of the practice in popular culture features 
through fashion collections by many designers such as Yasir Waheed’s collection Kee Janah Meh Kon 
at PFDC (Pakistan Fashion Design Council) Sunsilk Fashion Week 2010, titled after a Punjabi verse 
from Bulleh Shah. Similarly Vaishali Shadangule’s 2012 collection Khawja inspired by spirituality and 
Sufism (Fig. 7), have been showcased in India and Indonesia in the last few years.  The contrasting 
relationship of the Sufi thought and the fashion industry is of interest to us. Sufism refers to the 
celebration of divine love, the quest and practice of it in life and the preparation for the hereafter. The 
word Sufi, traces its origin to Arabic terminology meaning ‘purity’ and/or ‘wool’. Both these references 
trace interest of this mystic circle to the ideas of simplicity, renunciation of worldly pleasures and self-
annihilation in favour of spiritual contemplation. The fashion world, however, is a new age and 
capitalist industry based on pleasure and indulgence in ‘self’, body and desire of valuable lifestyles. 
When Sufism as a theme is employed for a fashion collection, the oxymoronic and perhaps humorous 
connection is hard to miss. And perhaps, that juxtaposition alone is an inviting cross point for fashion 
designers, artists and other multi disciplinary practitioners.  
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Fig 7: Vaishali Shadangule’s Autumn/Winter 2012 collection Khawja 

Source: http://www.mid-day.com/articles/are-you-fashionably-spiritual/15657163 2014 

3 CONCLUSIONS 
For a foundation year level project, The Appearance only establishes its multifaceted learning scope 
as a gradual process in approaching years. The introduction to space as a design element is an 
abstract idea that is conceptually distinguished from an object or a product but in practical 
implementation, the two entities tend to overlap. This exercise generates discussion about the 
ambiguity of the two identities, say, a house as a space or a house as an object. Naming of things 
becomes a very integral learning curve in this process time and again. How one looks at an idea 
changes completely based on what one calls it. Expectations, possibilities and outcomes modify as a 
result of changing one’s perspective. And students continuously unlearn, learn and relearn what they 
understand about forms and objects; the functionality or metaphorical usage of things help in 
identifying them and hence establish meaning by virtue of association. The human body becomes a 
marker and a point of departure in this discussion because of its position of relativity for the study of 
the entire project.  

Desire plays a central role in the conception and production of the body extensions. The complete 
process from ideation to construction is based on the aspiration to exercise control over the body and 
its environment. It is also a way of identifying interest of different individuals towards body and its 
possibilities, creative uses, consumptions or shortcomings.  
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