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Loïe Fuller: The Body Prosthetic 

“When Others Fail Consult Doctor Sweany, A Healthy Man Will Succeed in Life. A 

Weak Man Will Fail,” reads the San Francisco Chronicle, Sunday, November 8, 1896. The 

advertisement for Dr. Sweany’s skills—which include most things that might ail someone—is an 

example of society's view of the body before World War I and defines the use of prosthetics as 

an integral part of the interwar period. In contrast, Loïe Fuller was drawn on the center of the 

same page, like a strong, supernatural being, an angel with wings spread in black and white. The 

interwar period's interest in transitioning from the aesthetic notions of the fin de siècle to the 

more functional aesthetics of prosthetics hinges on the notion that a strong and capable body is 

what enables you to succeed (Elswit 2014). One could rely on Dr. Sweany to make them strong 

or in Fuller’s case, do it themselves.  

In this paper, I explore the role of technology during the interwar period through Loïe 

Fuller’s use of what Julie Townsend calls “theatrical prosthesis,” wooden extensions to lengthen 

the arms, fabric, and electric light (Townsend 1991, 73). Addressing the spectatorial aesthetic 

result of the normalization of prosthetic limbs during the interwar period, I investigate prosthetic 

technologies in Fuller’s work that redefine the morphology of the body and alter the 

community’s view of prosthesis. Here prosthesis not only includes the metal limbs of returned 

soldiers from WWI, but Fuller’s design of wooden dowels to extend her arms, the fabric attached 

to them, and her experimentation with light. Investigating the role technology played in Fuller’s 

reception, I argue that Fuller’s celebrity is a result of 1) her multidisciplinary design which 
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enabled her to communicate with multiple audiences at once and 2) her transformation into a 

transcendent, modernist representation of prosthesis as fantasy.  

By depicting a modest woman, sexual representations, and natural elements all through 

the edges of colored silk donning her over-extended arms, Fuller represented—at the same 

time—an erotic fantasy and a fully covered accepted female image. Reinventing herself in each 

performance, Fuller’s costumes allowed her to veil and unveil herself without revealing more 

than an ankle or wrist. Kate Elswit argues the agency of the female body on stage is enough to 

evoke thoughts of unveiling in the viewer, even when no clothing has been discarded. Although 

the period was one of self-reinvention for women, society defined their roles, building binary 

definitions of women who chose to perform public displays of unveiling and those who did not 

(Elswit 2014, 62). By putting her body on stage for visual consumption Fuller marks her body as 

public, signifying to the spectator to view her form akin to other known public performances 

such as burlesque. In three seconds of Fuller’s Le Lys Du Nile (1895)—a reconstruction by 

Jessica Lindberg and Megan Slayter—the dancer transitions from expansive spiraling arcs to a 

silhouetted walk. The silk fabric clings to her form, exposing her as a human with feminine form 

and in this moment, she transforms from a butterfly or airborne flower unveiling into breasts and 

legs. As quickly as the dancer unveiled her human form, she veils herself again wrapping one 

arm over the other, the fabric trailing into expansive wings (Loïe Fuller: Dancing in the Light 

Fantastic, 2010). This moment—less than three seconds—is enough for multiple perspectives to 

place Fuller in categories of female, fantasy, or Other. The draping fabric that covered her body 

represented both a proper feminine representation of the era and the fantastical imagery of 

butterflies and wings. In veiling and unveiling herself, she Othered her form, spoke to different 

audiences, and became a chimera. 
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Fuller’s use of prosthetics (electric light, silk fabric, and specifically designed extensions 

of her arms) was a revolutionary act at the time—putting her in an uncommon place of power for 

a woman in the late 1800s—and enabled the normalization of prosthetics to veil her lesbian 

identity. Unlike early Delsartian transcendence, Fuller was transcending an invisibilization, the 

violence of being publicly closeted. Before moving to Paris in 1892, Fuller layered her gender by 

acting breeches roles such as Little Jack Shepard (1886). In a breeches role it is socially accepted 

for a woman to play the part of a man (Albright 2010, 121) which allowed Fuller to stretch her 

masculine boundaries and feel socially accepted while experiencing a woman’s gaze in the way 

she desired. Ann Cooper Albright notes Fuller’s interests were particularly masculine—science 

and electricity—and because of this used the term “androgynous” to describe her (Albright 2007, 

121). As Clare Croft affirms, “dance highlights assumptions about the relationship between one’s 

body and one’s gender expressions” (Croft 2017, 6) as does theater. Fuller’s reimagining of 

prosthetics is what allowed her “unrepresentable sexuality” and “uncategorizable 

transformation” (Townsend 1991). Although Fuller’s intent may have been to Other her body, 

Fuller normalized the use of material enhancements on her body allowing audiences to see her 

performances as prosthetic transcendence.   

Fuller’s desire to present herself as multiple genders, a type of veiling, corresponds with 

her decision to perform her version of the popular veiled character Salome in 1895. In Sexual 

Anarchy, Elaine Showalter describes Salome as a depiction of female strength and evil, and 

somewhat snake-like. Described as “green” and “poisonous” and draped with “exotic jewels,” 

further, the words “lust,” “mystery,” and “evil” are often used in variations of veiled and 

unveiled to describe Salome, the storied murderess of John the Baptist (Showalter 1990, 149). 

Rhonda Garelick discusses violence showing up in Fuller’s movement thematically and visually 
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in Salome (1895) and subsequently in Fire Dance (1896)—which was originally included as one 

of the dances in Salome—through the way she “directs and manipulates her spectator’s gaze” 

(Garelick 2009, 20). The representations of Salome as strong female goddess and evil temptress 

and fire, beautiful, quick, violent, and ecstatic, illustrate Fuller’s direction of chaos as a way to 

control and veil the viewers perception. Like Fuller, Oscar Wilde was pictured dressed as Salome 

at one time, depicting a moment of cross-dressing and also perhaps fulfilling a desire to unveil 

homosexual tendencies that later placed him in jail (Showalter 1990, 149). This outlines the 

stakes and reasons behind the veiling of sexual preference during the turn of the century and also 

the desire to toe the line between worlds instead of making blatant proclamations.  

Fuller’s objective of Othering herself through the use of prosthetics such as electric light, 

excessive fabric, and extensions of the arms resulted in diverse viewerships. At the beginning of 

La Nuit, a reconstruction by Jessica Lindberg and Megan Slayter (2007), the dancer (Merril 

Doty) is bent forward over her legs, a black silk cascade. She slowly rolls up to stand, her arm 

movements, angled, sharp, and covered in fabric, build to the sudden exposure of her bare arms 

and face as she throws the cloth behind her. At this moment I questioned the accuracy of the 

costume’s recreation because photos show a different story. Through my research Fuller has a 

reputation for being covered from neck to wrist and here the dancer has bare arms which glow 

against the darkness of her dress. Grasping the fabric at her sides, Doty moves her arms forward 

and back in small, fast, and sudden waves as she slowly, anticipatorily, lifts her arms (Loïe 

Fuller: Dancing in the Light Fantastic, 2010). The representations could be many, a 

hummingbird flapping her wings, the moon crossing a cloud, or the crescendo of excitement 

before a climax. The combination of her bare arms rising slowly, and the tense repetitive 

movement lead me toward the latter, however, another viewer could simply see a woman in a 
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black dress dancing in the night. Julie Townsend questions the elusive nature of Fuller’s content 

in “Alchemic Visions and Technological Advances: Sexual Morphology in Loïe Fuller’s Dance,” 

stating, “What appears as an effacement of gender also exposes a moving, changing female sex. 

Fuller’s costume is easily read as the folds and contours of labia” (Townsend 1991, 84). Not 

dissimilar to cross-dressers and drag performers, Fuller’s audience viewed her as at the same 

time modest, scintillating, and unhuman. Laurence Senelick refers to cross-dressing on stage as 

“a transcendent expression of human potentiality [that] dwindles into titillating exhibitionism on 

one side of the footlights, [and] titillated voyeurism on the other” (Senelick 1989, 11). In her 

serpentine form, Fuller’s viewers saw her in the space between multiple illusions: sexual, 

fantastical, and natural. 

Fuller’s reach in viewership was also built on her multidisciplinary skills of electric 

lighting, costuming, and design. Her use of “theatrical prosthesis” places her in conversation 

with Elswit’s discussion of female performers who “used theatrical spectacle” to challenge the 

interpretation of the female body and stretch the limits of female commodification (Elswit 2014, 

61). Fuller’s technical acumen dazzled her viewers, both alluding to movements of magic and 

ecstasy and also appealing to a crowd only looking for entertainment (Albright 2010). Elswit 

discusses celebrities, “As commoditized figures, [offering] a means to deal with the exchange 

value of the individual, in particular, because of their performance-based relationship to the 

domains of the public and private” (Elswit 2014, 62). Although Elswit doesn’t mention Fuller, 

Fuller’s body morphology facilitated the Othering of herself as a mixed body allowing for the 

redefinition of audience reception and celebrity which opened the door for her to establish and 

brand herself.  
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World War I relied on bodies to implement the approach and mechanization of trench 

warfare, resulting in a catastrophic loss of life without individual identity. The prosthetic 

aesthetic of the interwar period was imbedded in how people saw the world and how they 

understood limbs. The interwar period created a divide between bodies physically unaffected by 

the war and those traumatically altered. Psychologically and physically different, developments 

in technology began to build bodies which complicated the idea of human and created a 

representation akin to a cyborg (Elswit 2014, 27). With society depicting prosthetics as a new 

kind of human or posthuman, the view of the human body shifted by the end of the first World 

War and people were seeing these bodily changes—and their extensions—in factories and homes 

throughout Europe (Elswit 2014, 30-31). Fuller’s use of theatrical prosthesis was paramount in 

her presentation of a body combining form and function. Through her own design, Fuller 

prefigured “how function became the arbiter of success for images of the future body” (Elswit 

2014, 32). Although, Fuller’s use of wood, fabric, and light to extend and obscure her form hid 

the body—what her American modern dance contemporaries revered—her hybrid body allowed 

her to transcend her form to mold the spectators gaze while also aligning her content with 

modernisms naturalist themes (Garelick 2009, 156-157) showing her affinity for 

multidisciplinary aesthetics that blended modernism and futurism.  

Scholars note that Fuller wasn’t classically trained, which divided her from the American 

dance canon, however, breath, gravity, and weight, all characteristics of modern dance, played a 

role in the performance and creation of her serpentine dances. Albright researched Fuller’s 

physicality adorning replicas of Fuller’s dresses and documenting the difficulty and her body’s 

strained, labored reaction to the encumbered movements (Albright 2010, 105). No doubt was 

Fuller’s use of physical effort existent in her work. Stepping onto a reflective pedestal, Jessica 
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Lindberg extends her long over-extended wings at a low diagonal as she begins to spiral. In her 

reconstruction of Fuller’s Fire Dance (1985), fabric trails behind, the light turns from green to 

red and I imagine how difficult it must be to stay on a pedestal while lifting and lowering arms 

laden with pounds of fabric and wood (Loïe Fuller’s Fire Dance, 2003). Other dance artists of 

the early 1900s were also influenced by the “motors and labor” aligned with the Futurist 

movement. Preston also notes aesthetic evidence of Isadora Duncan’s mechanical influences, 

stating, “the work of an exterior force propels the body” (Preston 2011). The exterior force that 

Preston mentioned could be imagined as something outside the body, a mechanical assistance. 

The mechanization of prosthetics is supported by this imagery of effort, labor, and motors and 

affirms Futurism’s influence in modernism regardless of social and professional circles. 

Fuller’s theatrical enhancements foreshadowed the commodification of bodily 

appearance through futurist themes. The early twentieth-century was the dawn of the advertising 

industry, where showcases displayed self-image as purchasable, meaning self-representation was 

a kind of performance that required costuming. Bodies became increasingly accepted as alterable 

through fashion and cosmetics (Elswit 2014, 64) and extended to the use of prosthesis. The 

visible use of prosthetics was in the cultural milieu and filtered into the public view of the 

commodification of appearance. The thought that technology was the answer to transcend the 

physical form was in the ethos of the time and something at which Fuller was particularly adept. 

Fuller’s commodification extended to the lobby after her performances where artist renderings, 

lamps, and souvenir postcards were sold (Albright 2010). The commodification of Fuller’s 

persona was an extension of her brand resulting from her technological knowhow, prosthetic 

transcendence, and body morphology. It is this methodology combined with modernist themes 

that influenced the Futurist movement. 
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Fuller had been creating and touring her serpentine dances for over 15 years when 

Marinetti wrote Founding and Manifesto of Futurism in 1909, a highly publicized article 

combining the aesthetics of modernity with technology. Marinetti, a founder and theorist of the 

Italian Futurist movement, advocated for the destruction of art and past knowledge to fully 

embrace what he considered a true bodily merging with technology. He paid homage to Fuller in 

his text Founding and Manifesto of Futurism (Merwin 1998, 82). Although their aesthetics were 

different, their goals held comparable partnerships. Marinetti argued for the irradiation of pure 

humanity and instead advocated for a mixed and disarticulated body. His fascist ideology divided 

the human and the nonhuman in radical ways; arguing destruction and amputation as methods of 

evolution (Foster 1997). Fuller’s use of technologies including electric light and extensions of 

the arms created the reimaging of the body that Marinetti desired. However, according to Hal 

Foster, although Marinetti revered Fuller’s methods, he resented her because she “figure[ed] 

what he wants to become” (Foster 1997, 12). Foster argues that Marinetti’s desire to be a woman 

is the impetus for writing a declaration that upholds a hybrid of machine and body (Foster 1997, 

12). However more violently, it is possible Marinetti’s reimaging of the body is an act of 

aggression similar to Fuller’s closeted violence.  

Like Fuller, one could say Marinetti’s manifestos operated as a veil to his desires. 

Marinetti was attracted to the “imagistic and energeistic qualities” of bringing technology and 

bodies together (Foster 1997, 10). Ted Merwin writes in Loïe Fuller’s Influence on F. T. 

Marinetti’s Futurist Dance, “…Marinetti and Fuller were mirror images, reversed, of each other: 

Fuller used technology to heighten the psychological effects of her art, while Marinetti 

reinvested technology with the emotive and sensual” (Merwin 1998, 74). Just as Fuller created 

labia with her prosthetics and fabric, Marinetti “seeks the phallus through the machine”; Fuller is 
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birthing her experiments on the stage while Marinetti is shielding himself from social castration 

and building himself a new ungendered identity. Foster’s argument accounting for Marinetti 

becoming the phallus through mechanical means is a way of closeting himself akin to Ted 

Shawn and His Men Dancers (Foulkes 2001, 114). While the bare-chested men in Ted Shawn’s 

Finale from The New World clasp their hands, marching and turning, throwing their strong 

weight forward while punching the air (Ted Shawn and His Men Dancers, 1936), the 

movement’s representation of viral, strong men is a shield to support common societal codes and 

keep Shawn’s sexuality unquestioned. Marinetti’s aspirations of disassembling and reassembling 

himself with unbreakable, armored body parts could very well correlate with Shawn’s 

relationship with his Otherness. Through this lens, Shawn, Marinetti, and Fuller all sought to 

reinvent themselves in order to closet and protect.  

Marinetti’s philosophy resembles a metallic version of Fuller’s illusory chimera which 

classifies them both as hybrids between human, nonhuman, and posthuman. To divide the human 

and the nonhuman, Marinetti’s fascist ideology required radical resolutions including mass 

destruction of knowledge and the amputation of the body. As Foster explains, Marinetti believed 

“in order to make whole one must amputate” (Foster 1998, 13). Although Marinetti’s theories 

align with Fuller’s aesthetic it is important to note that there is no evidence to support that Fuller 

believed the destruction of war was the answer to humanity, however, Fuller’s multidisciplinary 

technological approach often bolstered her vision rather than mutilated through destruction. 

However, between 1883 and 1889 Fuller patented several versions of “mirror room,” which 

allowed her to perform on stage surrounded with mirrors. In her final version, she was enclosed 

within a see-through glass panel resembling a terrarium (Garelick 2009, 45-46). Critic Jean 

Lorrain describes Mirror Room as “cut up, mutilated even by each mirror and we see only 
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amputated pieces of Loïe, her hands, her arms, her neck…” (Lorrain 1902, quoted in Garelick 

2009, 50). By visually dismembering her body, Fuller aligns herself again with Marinetti’s 

principles detailing taking apart and reimaging as advancement. Are Fuller’s amputated state and 

her silk robed performances an embodiment of posthuman? Even with her modernist roots, 

Fuller’s multidimensional approach allies her with Katherine Hayles’s book, How We Became 

Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics. Hayles highlights the 

early 1900s interests in “man the tool-maker” and “detachable extensions of the forelimb” which 

positions prosthetic usage as a precursor of posthumanism. She argues “human and posthuman to 

be historically specific constructions that emerge from different configurations of embodiment, 

technology, and culture” (Hayles 1999, 33-34). When Carrie J. Preston describes Filmmaker Lev 

Klueshov cutting together “images of different women’s body parts to ‘depict a girl who did not 

exist in nature’” (Preston 2011, 95), she could have been describing Fuller. Fuller’s use of 

theatrical prosthesis often depicted a body that did not exist in nature, a multifaceted intelligence 

with posthuman qualities. By separating parts of the body and remarking them, Fuller’s mirror 

room amplifies her posthuman state. 

Fuller excelled at using abstraction to unmask an underlying humanist truth or intention. 

Her work often meant one thing while masquerading as another. Wilhelm Worringer, an art 

historian, argues in Abstraction and Empathy, “the urge to abstraction is the outcome of a great 

inner unrest inspired in man by the phenomena of the outside world” (Worringer 1953, 19). 

Using abstraction to cocoon the subject, Wyndham Lewis, a creator of the Vorticist movement, 

aims to protect the humanity of the form (Foster 1997, 23). Seen in The Vorticist (1912), a single 

human body is reimagined as grey, sharp, and defined. The subject is leaning over with one arm 

on their knee making the metal form seem humanistic and reflective. The body, even in altered 
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form, has human qualities that are ingrained in how a body moves (Lewis, 1912). Like Lewis, 

Fuller understood the intricacies of combining a mixed body and humanistic intentions creating a 

body prosthetic that exuded humanity and naturalism. The attachment and use of technology 

only enhanced her ability to transcend her body's limitations.  

Fuller’s soul or intention was deeply evident in her work. Lewis believed that “good art 

must have no inside” or the “absence of soul.” If that is true, what does that say about Fuller’s 

dances? Was she not inside, a corporal body with a mind and soul, designing the light, 

experimenting with color, silk fabric clinging to the sweat on her body? The billowing fabric 

aided her transformation into labia, lily, night, and fire and her soul animated her encasing. 

The technology Fuller used transformed the representation of the body and audience 

perception. One-minute human forms are witnessed and the next transcendent beings. Rebekah 

Kowal recounts Dance Magazine critic Doris Hering’s experience of Alwin Nikolais’s Totem in 

Being Motion: Alwin Nikolais’ Queer Objectivity where she describes an experience of watching 

something like a mirror ball above duets social dancing. Hering describes the moment the mirror 

ball turns on as “magically transform[ing]” the dancers and links this to viewing Nikolais’ work 

wherein one moment he both created a magical world and “dehumanized” the dancers (Hering 

1960 quoted in Kowal 2007, 82). At the beginning of Fuller’s Le Nuit, Merril Doty is shadowed 

in darkness, arcing and carving her half-seen arms creating silk, dark swirls. Flecks of light 

project appear on the dancer’s dark, circling frame create a similar mirror-ball effect. At this 

moment, like with Nikolais, the technology transforms the dancer in Night into a transcendent, 

magical nymph bathed in stars. Here the dancer’s transformation to Other is achieved through 

the layering of technology and body. By combining prosthetic and body, the overlaying of 

projection and light, the perception of otherworldliness is evoked, and the perception of 
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nonhuman is achieved. Like Nikolais, the audience’s perception of Fuller’s multidisciplinary 

approach results in a technological transcendence which transforms the body into posthuman. 

Although the stakes differed tremendously for Fuller and for working-class amputees, 

both required prosthetics to fulfil their objectives. While men coming home from the war were 

figuring out how to work and live without part(s) of themselves and with new foreign 

appendages, Fuller continued to don long wooden arms, extravagant amounts of fabric and 

enhanced them with highly specialized lighting techniques. Although different, the stakes for 

both parties were personal and dealt with individual identities and performance. Like an amputee 

wearing a prosthetic, Fuller’s multidisciplinary body resulted in a blurring of identity. Having 

returned from war with a different body required a reworking of how one interacted with family 

and the tasks of their profession. Amputees were undoubtedly focused on the rebuilding of their 

new identities as brothers, fathers, and contributable members in a society that commodified self-

representation, costuming, and performance. Attaching prosthetics allowed both Fuller and 

amputees to cross boundaries that at times both resemble societies ideas of representation and 

Marinetti’s futuristic philosophy.  

Fuller held positions of power by Othering, dismembering, veiling and mixing her bodily 

alliances. Societies unacceptance of sexualities other than the norm was the catalyst that drove 

Fuller’s persona into multiple worlds at the same time: the lesbian coding paired with that 

community and the covering of her body representing a societally acceptable female image. 

Fuller’s attempt to transcend sexual invisibilization through the use of prosthetics resulted in a 

multi-teared representation which enabled her to build in celebrity and reach different audiences. 

The prosthetics she implemented—projected light, extensions of the arms, and fabric—permitted 

her transcendence of the invisibilization of her status, physical appearance, and human 
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constraints allowing her entry into the world of spectacle and commodification. Fuller’s 

closeting of her sexuality could also be described as metaphorical amputation. Instead of 

standing onstage without her whole self, her self-reinvention into a body prosthetic permitted her 

admittance into the categories of hybrid, mixed bodied, and cyborg.  
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