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Preface 

Yves Guillot came to see me in the little office reserved for the presi­
dent of the Collège international de philosophic, on the top floor of 
the former Ecole polytechnique building, wi th a new collection of 
photographs by Ra lph Gibson in his hand. H e had come to ask me if 
I would wr i te the preface. Somewhat surprised by the suggestion, I 
leafed th rough the preparatory copy of the album, and was amazed to 
see h o w the nudes scattered among the photographs stood out from 
the rest of this Courant continu (Direct Current) , as the book was enti­
tled. This brought me back to what I th ink is something fundamental 
to the nude: its power of effraction. 

The nude's capacity for effraction seems all the more forceful to 
me because I consider it from the standpoint of my experience as a 
sinologist. N o t only are there no nudes to be found in Chinese tradi­
tion, but, more radically, everything about the tradition suggests that 
the nude is simply an impossibility. Set against that tradit ion, the nude 
we look at w i th the museumgoer 's jaded eye springs out as a revealing 
element, i l luminat ing the European tradition of art from the Greeks 
to our o w n day, from sculpture to paint ing and on to photography, 
and also disclosing how thought shaped our culture. The nude is a 
paradigm of what the "West" consists of in cultural terms, and brings 
to light the stances that originally underpinned our philosophy. The 
question of essence, of the " th ing itself," can be addressed th rough the 
nude, which also records its history. The nude brings into play that 
which is most d i rect—fronta l—and most sensible, thus reopening 
and mak ing us keenly sensitive to the possibility of ontology. 



Part 1 

A H I S T O R Y OF BEING 
For an ontology of the photographic nude 



I have always felt that what is so often said about sublimation in art is 
either false or, at best, perfunctory. And this applies first and foremost 
to what would seem to have the most eminent claim to it: the nude. 

O n the isle of Cnidus lies that other Cythera. An ancient witness 
tells us that in the gardens of its sanctuary, Praxiteles' Venus stood 
surrounded by the rarest of fruit-bearing trees, mingled wi th clusters 
of grapes; in the cool air of the shrine, so little detachment did she in­
spire in her visitors that, as the doxographer relates, one of them leapt 
onto the pedestal and flung himself upon the statue in close embrace. 
All of her bounties were freely offered by the goddess, and none was 
forbidden fruit. Venus naturalis taught that there is no such th ing as 
"aesthetic" de tachment—the expression is specious, as is also shown 
in one of R a l p h Gibson's photographs, where a man's hand follows 
the perfect curve of the croup: it skims the flesh wi th the gentle but 
authoritative assurance of possession. 

Desire, then, does not seem to be metamorphosed or converted 
by some kind of alchemy of art that would make it more acceptable; 
in other words , the argument of idealization fails. Because here the 
photograph gives a glimpse of what is most desirable—or better still: 
of that which is of the most desirable. The photograph makes this its 
object, captures its "in-itself," states its essence; and the strength of 
the image lies precisely in the fact that the photograph offers it in its 
entirety and wi thou t reserve, exposing it completely. It is displayed in 



an unsurpassable way in what becomes an absolute mode . In a word , 
its strength comes from holding up to v iew an unpassable l imit, w i th 
no th ing possible beyond it; here the sensible, and wi th it the desir­
able, reaches its ul t imate boundary, its end point , its absolute. 

We can imagine a beyond to everything: to a landscape, to the 
horizon, to the world, to clouds. Ever further, other worlds, h inter­
lands. But there is no beyond to the nude. "Here is your beginning 
and here is your end": part of the real stops there, at this curve of the 
croup, at this skin texture . It is peremptory : after the nude there is 
noth ing more . There is no screen left, every last layer has been re ­
moved, no th ing remains to be peeled away; perception cannot reach 
behind it, cannot pluck anything more away from it or take another 
step further. 

An extreme has been reached. N o t at the most distant hor izon, but 
right here. 

It is the end, the very point of contact. 
Eroticism has not thereby been dismissed, and still less has it been 

denied or even put aside; but desire is curtailed at the same t ime as it 
is aroused. A definitive "this is it" has been reached, preventing desire 
from exploring any deeper or advancing further. 

^ € II 9 ^ 

The dizzying effect of the nude, then, arises first of all from the fact 
that it condemns us to an inability to move forward, to the fixity of 
the essences ("heaven," maybe, but suddenly frozen), to there being 
nothing left to expect, no possibility of onward progress. Everything 

. is there, definitive. In fact it is stated by the word itself, so short but 

2 I 
also so final, the plainest but perfect word. "You are nude," a total 
statement of fact. O r in injunctive mood, hammered out like rapid 
gunfire: "Je- te-veux-nue"—"I-want-you-nude." N o c o m m e n t — 
there is no th ing more to be said and no way to attenuate the ut ter­
ance. For it is no secret that phrases like these do not communicate 
wi th any of the others, the ordinary phrases (and all others are ordi­
nary), and that there is neither meet ing ground nor common measure 
between them. 
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This means that when Gibson chose to include nudes in his Cour-
ant continu, his decision involved br inging about the communicat ion 
of the incommunicable and l inking the unlinkable. For despite his 
efforts to make them mingle wi th all the rest, to scatter them among 
the streets, gestures, things, and faces, his nudes reject his installation. 
However much it may be mixed into this "current," the nude creates 
its o w n impact every t ime and remains apart from all the rest. Each 
one presents itself as though it were the first nude ever, impossible to 
integrate entirely into the image, whether pictured among leaves, in 
an armchair, against a window, or even on a bed. A nude always en­
ters by effraction. It is either nude or other (anything other). In other 
photographs, an intention can be discerned, or at least, effects can be 
identified, the meaning can be investigated, symbols developed, nar­
ratives woven. They can be read, they are open to appreciation in an 
infinite variety of ways. Each has its caption: they are signs. The nude, 
on the other hand, always has the impact of an immutable revelation: 
the "everything is there," "this is it," wi th no hor izon or receding 
perspective, no beyond. All the rest is merely allusive: the nude alone 
confronts desire. There is no th ing to be decoded in it, the nude is no 
longer a sign, the unsurpassable is simply there, before our eyes. 

O r again, all other subjects, whether real or invented—streets , 
clothes, hairstyles, and even landscapes and "nature"—show as much 
evolution over t ime as variety among themselves. Whereas the nude 
does not and cannot change: it is invariable—it is still essence. 

It could of course be argued that, as far as the photographer is con­
cerned at least, the nude is not quite so clearly defined, that it has its 
edges and margins . Where , in fact, does the nude really begin and ^ 
end? For the camera lens has the particular power of being able to 
frame and crop at will . Gibson even seems to enjoy playing wi th the 
transitional areas surrounding the nude: a hand, an a rm over the face, 
a back, may be naked, but it does not pertain to the nude, and neither 
does a body plunged into water. The argument obviously does not 
hold up, though. Because we k n o w — a n d the fact that our at tention 
is seized every t ime is evidence of i t—that nudi ty results from a p ro ­
cess of uncovering. Like a great sacrifice or, rather, like a great ri tual, 
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the one and o n l y — i t had to be . T h e Venus o f C n i d u s stil l ho lds in 

her h a n d the d r a p e r y she has jus t r e m o v e d before enter ing the lustral 

water . In Gibson's Venus the trace o f the last piece o f c l o t h i n g she has 

j u s t shed l ingers in the streaks o f l ight str iping the bare s k i n ; o r she 

reveals the span o f perfect whi teness that bars the b o d y — t h e u l t i m a t e 

scrut iny o f the nude , w h e r e it has never been touched b y the sun. 

^ I I I 9 ^ -

Despi te be ing genera l l y r e c o g n i z e d , and even t h o u g h it c o m m o n l y 

serves as the po int o f departure for dea l ing w i t h the nude , the subtle 

act ion operated b y l a n g u a g e in d e r i v i n g the nude out o f n u d i t y has 

nonetheless been g i v e n little in -depth attention. F o r a l t h o u g h one 

te rm arises f r o m the other, the t w o are nevertheless m u t u a l l y o p p o s e d . 

N a k e d n e s s impl ies a d i m i n i s h e d state, be ing s tr ipped, laid bare ("stark 

n a k e d " ) ; it carr ies w i t h it a c o n c o m i t a n t n o t i o n o f feel ing s h a m e or o f 

cause for p i ty , w h e r e a s n o such sense is e v o k e d b y the n u d e — t h e feel­

ing , on the contrary , is one o f p len i tude ; the nude is total presence , 

of fer ing itself for contemplat ion . A s is conf i rmed in e v e r y instance, 

s imply s w i t c h i n g f r o m one t e r m to the other is therefore e n o u g h to 

m a k e the transit ion f r o m " l i f e " to " a r t , " and the v e r y poss ib i l i ty o f 

the nude's e x i s t e n c e — o r o f access to the nude , ra ther—suf f i ces to 

m a r k the frontier b e t w e e n these t w o spheres (or m a k e s t h e m separate 

spheres). T h e split b e t w e e n the t w o can be deepened fur ther : w h e r e a s 

nakedness is e x p e r i e n c e d as be ing in m o v e m e n t (the b lur red f l o w o f 

life), the nude proceeds f r o m a cessation o f m o m e n t u m and a state o f 

fixity. T h i s m a k e s p h o t o g r a p h y a m e d i u m idea l ly suited to the nude , 

I since e v e r y p h o t o g r a p h freezes its subject into i m m o b i l i t y . M o s t p a r ­

t icularly , in m a k i n g the transit ion f r o m nakedness to the n u d e , there 

is a depar ture f r o m the v i e w p o i n t o f the subject and the conscious 

awareness o f se l f -nudity (where one sees oneself: " a n d they saw that 

they w e r e n a k e d " — G e n . 3 : 7 ) , and the nude is set up as a d istanced 

object (the one so conven ient ly captured b y the p h o t o g r a p h i c " o b ­

j e c t i v e " ) . In this event , the path fo l lows the opposi te d i rect ion and 

proceeds f r o m the for-itself to the in-itself. 

T o put it another w a y : nakedness is m e , the nude is s o m e o n e e l s e — 

the other. In the case o f nakedness , the other is l o o k i n g at m e (or m o r e 
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precisely, I see the other w h o is seeing me), whereas the opposite oc­
curs wi th regard to the nude. If a photograph shows someone w h o m 
I see as being in a state of nakedness, that is because I put myself in his 
place out of sympathy, and transpose m y consciousness onto his. 

In nakedness, and in the sense of shortcoming it provokes (which 
the Greeks also undoubtedly felt: ta aidoia, perfect na tura l i sm— 
natur ism—is nonexistent), I experience the fact that my being is not 
confined to that body, and that my feelings, my mind , and my pos­
sibilities extend beyond it. I am not l imited to the visible, and even 
less so to that part icular manifestation of it. Cornered into denial, all 
I can say to you (and here is the voice of shame) 1 is that I am more 
than th i s—more than the apparent "everything is here," "this is h o w 
it is." O r rather, you k n o w very well that this is not "me," but that 
th rough me it is the being itself that is suddenly found want ing (alias, 
whose negative becomes apparent). Consequently, we hasten to make 
good the deficit that arises wi th in being and is manifested in our clos­
est int imacy (and even reveals our " in t imacy")—a deficit of which 
consciousness is bo th the measure and the product . O r at least, being 
unable to redeem that deficit, we all tacitly agree to cover it up and 
conceal it. A crevice has opened up and our body is a s t igma—some­
thing to be hidden from sight. 

Now, what cannot be achieved by any effort of dialectics, whether 
of thought or of the real, is attained by the nude. Straightaway. The 
nude reveals a body that naturally envelops the being in its entirety, 
seamlessly, wi th no gaps or fissures. There is no severance either: this 
nude contains the "soul" wi th in the nature that it is. Indeed, it is in this 
form of the body, wi th in the boundary of this "everything is here," 

6 

that the being reaches its p len i tude—the plenitude conventionally 
referred to as "beauty." 

From nakedness to the nude: this could epitomize the tension 
inherent in existence. Nakedness is "animal," or rather, it is not some-

i. The French here is pudeur, whose multiple connotations in English encompass any or all 
of the notions of shame, embarrassment, modesty, reserve, demureness, and so on. While 
the author incorporates the full semantic spectrum of the word, he gives slight emphasis to 
the feeling of "shame" (close to honte), which has therefore been used throughout the text .— 
Trans. 
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th ing that "is" but something that is experienced, in a measure that 
even increases in propor t ion to our rejection of the animali ty that lies 
wi th in us, mercilessly barr ing the way to our desire to escape it. O r 
even worse, it forces us to watch wi th our o w n eyes the spectacle of 
our o w n failing attempts to escape from it. As for the nude, it tends 
toward the Ideal and serves as the " image" (eikon) for the Idea. Al­
though it retains something of the int imacy revealed by nakedness (to 
an even greater degree in photographic art), far from making it felt 
as an infirmity, the nude objectifies it to the point of revealing infinity 
wi th in this finite. It turns toward the "divine." 

^ € IV 9 ^ 

But from what nakedness is the nude to be derived, like a statue is 
hewn from marble? After some hesitation l ingering from the days 
when it was still a tool in the service of painters, photography seems 
to have settled the question: whether Eve or Venus, the answer is 
woman . Yet Greek nude statuary began wi th Apollo, and the male 
nude dominated European paint ing unt i l the seventeenth century. 
Does this reflect a change of mores or of medium? Could it be that 
photography is more closely related to the idea of desire and the de­
piction of w o m a n as a sexual object? O r is it that the body of Eve 
is more perfect than Adam's—in other words, that hers is closer to 
"Form" than his? From the photographic standpoint at least, the male 
genital apparatus in particular seems to have barely progressed be­
yond the inchoate, as though left over from some earlier era. It might 
perhaps lend itself to sculpture, and it may even be paintable, but it 
is not photographable, unless wi th the express design of underl ining 

7 

its nakedness. This would be borne out by its opposite, the female 
breast, which is at once plenitude and pure curve, the perfect con­
junc t i on—the Greeks would say—of "matter" and "form." O r could 
it be that on film, the contrast between skin texture and tufted hair, 
the infinitely smooth and the hirsute, makes the female nude more 
unadulteratedly nude than that of the male, a kind of superlative nude 
even more nude than he would be? 

W h a t we are dealing wi th here, then, is Woman , as opposed to 
a w o m a n : otherwise we would be liable to fall into the category of 
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p h o t o g r a p h i c m e m o r a b i l i a and the anecdot ic (even i f the p h o t o g r a ­

pher 's subject is the same w o m a n — a n d e v e n i f it is " h i s " w o m a n ) . 

T h e p h o t o g r a p h e r is D o n J u a n . N o t out o f pleasure , but out o f log ic 

and therefore out o f d u t y (as w a s the case w i t h D o n J u a n ) : his interest 

lies in " w o m a n " pure ly as an object o f eidetic va r i a t ion . O r perhaps 

I should say that w h i c h is "of w o m a n " in the same w a y as I referred 

earl ier to that w h i c h is of the nude or of the desirable, us ing the of in 

its double sense as a prepos i t ion m e a n i n g " a b o u t " and [in French] as 

a p a r t i t i v e a r t i c l e , 2 as in du marbre (this is marble) or du sucre (this is 

sugar) . F o r " o f w o m a n " or " o f the n u d e " means first o f all that each 

w i l l have to be considered in its essence, as one does w i t h l o v e or 

beauty . T h i s " o n the subject o f " sets w o m a n an infinite distance away , 

presented as a m y t h i c a l subject that f r o m then o n w a r d w e w i l l m a k e 

u n e n d i n g attempts to approach f r o m e v e r y possible angle and pose : it 

is the final l imi t against w h i c h al l o u r endeavors w i l l crash, l ike w a v e s 

against a breakwater . 

B u t " o f w o m a n " is also a g l a r i n g statement o f the fact that the 

p h o t o g r a p h e r has a r r o g a t e d the r ight to slice her up at w i l l . It is i n ­

deed m u c h easier for a p h o t o g r a p h e r to f rame and crop than it is for a 

painter or a sculptor. H e a d , b o d y , legs are c l ipped off, w h i l e the face, 

most notably , w o u l d a l w a y s present a r isk o f our relapsing into a sense 

o f the part icular . It w o u l d have specific features, an express ion ; it 

w o u l d " r e m i n d us o f s o m e t h i n g " and therefore distract us f r o m the 

essential (unless that w e r e also cut up to m a k e another landscape out 

o f it). T h i s is w h y preferably o n l y " t h a t " w o u l d be reta ined: the point 

w h e r e the l a y i n g bare is c o m p l e t e , w h i c h is emblemat ic o f the e v e n t — 

the transit ion f r o m s m o o t h to d o w n y , f r o m l ight to dark , f r o m m e a d -

o w to forest. H e r e beg ins and there ends. T h i s f ragment is not m e r e l y 

taken to s igni fy the w h o l e , l ike rhetor ica l synecdoche : the f ragment 

15 the w h o l e — i t has o n t o l o g i c a l v a l u e . F u r t h e r sti l l , in order to a p ­

propr iate the essence m o r e comple te ly the p h o t o g r a p h e r not o n l y 

f ragments the b o d y but dis integrates it as w e l l : in this p h o t o g r a p h the 

2 . The French partitive article denotes a quantitatively indefinite part. The English equiva­
lent would be the absence of any article, as in, for example, "The lake contains water."— 
Trans. 
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w i n d o w b l ind stripes it as t h o u g h seen t h r o u g h a p r i s m . In short , 

there is a l w a y s too m u c h for the eye to take in : the female b o d y can 

never be contemplated w i t h a s ingle gaze , never be encompassed in 

its ent i re ty b y one l o o k . T h e gaze w o u l d be dispersed, torn b e t w e e n 

v y i n g targets , w o u l d w a n d e r f r o m lips to breasts, to the swel l o f the 

bel ly , one dis tract ing f r o m the other. T o grasp the essence o f the 

w h o l e , it is better to c rop . 

T h e p h o t o g r a p h e r m a y celebrate w o m a n — s h e the p o w e r f u l g o d ­

dess, he her a c o l y t e — b u t he nonetheless handles her l ike an object . 

T h e nude comes into be ing at his c o m m a n d , and the persona l you is 

del iberately str ipped o f all consciousness . O n e w a y as g o o d as another 

o f m a k i n g the declarat ion (repeated b y all artists to their models) , I 

need to m a k e y o u m y object in order to ga in access to y o u r inf inity . 

I t h i n k that w i t h o u t fa l l ing into u n w a r r a n t e d general i t ies , it can for 

once be said that i f there is a s ingle r e v e a l i n g trait o f the Weste rn i n ­

tel lectual adventure , b o t h aesthetic and theoret ica l , one that is c h a r ­

acteristic in terms o f its o w n natura l choices (and b y v i r t u e o f w h i c h 

one can speak o f E u r o p e or o f " t h e W e s t " ) , it is cer ta in ly the nude . 

T h i s choice is, o f course , impl ic i t , and buried out o f s ight, and there­

fore has to be b r o u g h t up into the l ight for it to b e c o m e clear. 

W h a t w e w o u l d at last see in front o f us is someth ing it is most 

unusual to find in cu l tura l a n t h r o p o l o g y : a specificity. T h e nude is 

found t h r o u g h o u t the w h o l e o f E u r o p e , f r o m its southern reg ions to 

the n o r t h , f r o m its eastern confines ( P e r g a m u m ) to the w e s t e r n 

I areas (the w o r k o f Z u r b a r a n at the r e l i g i o u s - m i n d e d court o f P h i l i p I I 

inc luded nudes , as did that o f Di i rer ) . T h a t nudes appear in sculpture , 

pa int ing , and p h o t o g r a p h y undeniab ly denotes the ex is tence o f a 

t radi t ion, for attempts to e x p l o r e the nude have been cont inuous ly 

re layed not o n l y f r o m one artist or c o u n t r y to another , or f r o m one 

era to another , but also f r o m one f o r m o f artistic express ion to a n ­

other. E v e n i f F o u c a u l t cast doubt on the l e g i t i m a c y o f the t e r m , w e 

can indeed speak o f " t r a d i t i o n " here , so m u c h does it appear t h a t — 

c o n t r a r y to w h a t can be o b s e r v e d in other fields, such as s c i e n c e — i n 

this par t i cu lar case w h a t w e have before us is unquest ionably the same 
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coherence o f thought and the same out look that have been handed 

d o w n to us f r o m the Greeks to the present day. It is as t h o u g h the Greeks 

established a cultural fold f rom w h i c h w e have never since broken a w a y 

or m a d e any further advance. In sol itary opposit ion to the " e v e r y t h i n g 

changes" o f life and thought , the nude stands l ike an erratic b lock, as 

unaffected b y progress as it is b y the erosion o f t ime: " m a n " m a y be 

dead, but , as w e k n o w , his N u d e remains v e r y m u c h al ive. 

The nude : there is, and can o n l y be , one n u d e — p r e c i s e l y because it 

is nude, in its " n a k e d " state, w i t h n o adjuncts , s tr ipped tota l ly bare . 

P r o p o r t i o n s and poses can be tirelessly and m e t h o d i c a l l y c h a n g e d — 

the c leavage b e t w e e n the breasts reduced to a n a r r o w l ine or spread 

w i d e as a p la in ; the figures themselves ascetic and b o n y as G o t h i c 

vaul t s , or p l u m p , R u b e n e s q u e — b u t they are all nudes . T h e nude 

mainta ins its coherence and its a u t o n o m y , not t h r o u g h the aesthetic 

or plastic t reatment it u n d e r g o e s , since this can v a r y in the e x t r e m e , 

but b y v i r t u e o f w h a t has a l w a y s been sought in i t — w h i c h I cal l here 

the essence. T h i s is w h y the nude can o n l y be an object o f " t r a d i t i o n " 

(or ant i t radit ion, as in the case o f Picasso's Demoiselles d'Avignon), not 

h i s t o r y (can there in fact be a n y such th ing as a " H i s t o r y o f the 

N u d e " ? — e v e n K e n n e t h C l a r k preferred to d iv ide the subject into 

themat ic sections). D e s p i t e i m m e n s e efforts in this r e g a r d , w e are 

c o n d e m n e d to be conf ined to variations rather than i n n o v a t i o n ; and 

in w h a t is perhaps a u n i q u e case, o u r s tandpoint falls in l ine w i t h that 

o f the G r e e k s and over laps it : w e are d i r e c t l y l i n k e d to t h e m , i r r e ­

spect ive o f the t r e m e n d o u s distance in o u r sensit ivit ies and the th ick 

layers o f H i s t o r y that separate us f r o m t h e m . In ta rge t ing the n u d e , 

o u r means are depleted and v i s ions e r o d e d , but the f lame o f fasc ina-
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t ion is r e v i v e d , the gaze is t u r n e d u p w a r d w i t h the as tonish ing i n n o ­

cence o f the first d a y o f d i s c o v e r y . B e c a u s e it is the closest and the 

most c i r c u m s c r i b e d o f al l subjects , and the o n l y one that is t o t a l l y 

given, it is r e v e a l e d as the o n l y inf inite o n e , to w h i c h w e i n e v i t a b l y 

have to r e t u r n . 

P h o t o g r a p h y conf i rms this . A f t e r the eventua l academizat ion o f 

the nude in e ighteenth- and n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y pa int ing and its s u b ­

sequent deart icu lat ion (with C e z a n n e ) , p h o t o g r a p h y appeared a lmost 
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m i r a c u l o u s l y to take up the cha l lenge that p a i n t i n g w a s n o l o n g e r 

able to sustain (or perhaps this n e w technique w a s w h a t had caused 

the latter to take a different course in the first place). Its excess ive 

rea l i sm m a y at first have m a d e p h o t o g r a p h y seem inappropr ia te for 

this p u r p o s e , be ing seen as useful o n l y for the strict r eproduct ion o f 

n u d i t y and therefore re legated m e r e l y to p r o v i d i n g a source o f m o r e 

detai led and less cost ly mater ia l for painters . H o w e v e r , a n y such idea 

w a s q u i c k l y corrected : p h o t o g r a p h y had a natura l v o c a t i o n for the 

nude , and it t o o had ambit ions in that d i rect ion . 

S o w h a t e v e r n e w d e v e l o p m e n t s m a y o c c u r in g e n r e , s ty le , or 

m e d i u m , t h e y are al l m e a s u r e d against the n u d e ; and in E u r o p e a n 

h i s t o r y o u r c o n c e p t i o n o f " h u m a n i s m " (which , despite e v e r y t h i n g 

w e n o w k n o w about it , can sti l l be sa lvaged) u n d o u b t e d l y d r a w s its 

p e r t i n e n c e f r o m the nude and f r o m w h a t it impl ic i t l y , but therefore 

al l the m o r e radica l ly , b r i n g s i n t o p l a y at the j u n c t u r e b e t w e e n the 

natura l and the i d e o l o g i c a l . T h i s p e r t i n e n c e der ives f r o m the idea o f 

m a k i n g (of choosing to m a k e ) man 's o n l y r e a l i t y — t h a t is to say, his 

rea l i ty i so lated and r e d u c e d to i tsel f and n o t h i n g m o r e , his to ta l l y 

desirable f o r m and f l e s h — t h e m o d e l o f r e a l i t y i tsel f (of al l rea l i ty) in 

its m o s t e x t r e m e p e r f e c t i o n . T h r o u g h the n u d e , " M a n " has red i s ­

c o v e r e d an essence and b e c o m e t imeless . W h e n c e E u r o p e a n culture 's 

c o n t i n u e d a t tachment to the n u d e : E u r o p e a n art w a s fixated on the 

n u d e , j u s t as its p h i l o s o p h y w a s fixated on the t rue . T h e n u d e w a s 

held to be f o r m a t i v e in the t e a c h i n g o f art in the same w a y that l o g i c 

w a s in p h i l o s o p h y ; and in E u r o p e ' s art academies , r e n d e r i n g the 

nude w a s an exerc i se prac t i ced in the same w a y that d e m o n s t r a t i n g 

t ru th (the n a k e d truth) w a s in theoret ica l teaching . T h i s w a s a l w a y s ^ 

the case, despite the e x t r e m e di f ferences o f att i tudes t o w a r d the h u ­

m a n b o d y f r o m o n e e p o c h to another . It is easy to unders tand that 

the n u d e should h a v e e m a n a t e d f r o m G r e e c e , w h e r e g y m n a s t i c s 

w e r e g lor i f i ed , but far less so that the C h u r c h , w i t h its re ject ion o f 

the b o d y and c o n d e m n a t i o n o f n a k e d n e s s , should nevertheless have 

m a d e a p lace for the n u d e in the greatest pages o f the b ib l ica l n a r r a ­

t i ve : A d a m and E v e in P a r a d i s e , the P i e t à , and the Last J u d g m e n t . 

H e r e , instead o f b e i n g e x a l t e d , the h u m a n b o d y is m a d e h a r r o w i n g 
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b y its pa thos ; it n o l o n g e r reflects the h a r m o n y o f the m o d e l but is 

n o w a b r u p t l y s c h e m a t i z e d , and it c o u l d e v e n be a dep ic t ion o f n a ­

kedness (to put na ture to s h a m e ) — b u t the nude nonetheless r e m a i n s , 

re fus ing to be u p r o o t e d . A n t i n u d e s t h e y m a y b e , but t h e y are sti l l 

nudes , and the artists o f the M i d d l e A g e s lost l i tt le t i m e in r e c a l l i n g 

the lessons o f ant iqui ty . S t r a n g e r y e t is the fact that the D o c t o r s o f 

the C h u r c h shou ld h a v e pre ferred the v e r s i o n o f A n t i o c h to that o f 

J e r u s a l e m and e lected for the cruc i f ied C h r i s t to be u n c l o t h e d rather 

than d r a p e d : this nude stands on o u r a ltars . 

VI ^ 

It w o u l d be imposs ib le to unders tand the u n i n t e r r u p t e d p r e d o m i ­

nance o f the constant ly recast n u d e in E u r o p e a n c u l t u r e w i t h o u t 

seeing it as the focal po int w h e r e the tensions that e n g e n d e r e d this 

cu l ture c o n v e r g e and reach their greatest intensity . B e t w e e n its 

poles o f the sensible and the abstract , the phys ica l and the Idea , or 

the erot ic and the spir i tual , and f inal ly , o f nature and art (all o f these 

terms are , o f course , to be put in q u o t a t i o n m a r k s ; I cite t h e m here 

as the labels that l a n g u a g e puts at o u r disposal) , the nude is the c r u ­

cible w h e r e these opposi tes h a v e e f fervesced and c o m b i n e d , w h e r e 

each b o t h intensifies and cancels out the other . F o r it w o u l d be n a i v e 

to t h i n k , a s — s u c h is the w e i g h t o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l c l i c h e s — i t is stil l 

often said, that the " W e s t " has b e e n dual ist (the d u a l i s m o f b o d y and 

soul , and so on). F o r the deeper the West splits these dual i t ies and b e ­

comes e n g u l f e d in the cleft b e t w e e n t h e m , the m o r e t h e y cal l out for 

their l imits to be o v e r s t e p p e d and h a v e thereby s t imulated W e s t e r n 

I t h o u g h t . T h e e m e r g e n c e o f the n u d e resul ted f r o m the co l l i s ion and 

col lus ion o f these e x t r e m e s . 

T h e art o f p h o t o g r a p h y bears this out . P h o t o g r a p h y captures w h a t 

is most i m m e d i a t e : not jus t the skin , but also its t ex ture ; not o n l y this 

t ex ture , but also its innumerab le asperities and even the indentat ion 

left on the skin b y the r e m o v e d c loth ing , the fleeting trace o f the 

event . B u t elusive t h o u g h this concrete is, w e are also a w a r e that it is 

c o m p o s e d b y the photographer , w h o constructs it ( through the selec­

t ion o f the f i lm, l i ght ing , f r a m i n g , ed i t ing , and so on). In the same 
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w a y , o f course , as w h a t p h i l o s o p h y shows us is a l w a y s done b y the 

perce iv ing m i n d , but in this instance it is m a d e expl ic i t and e x e m p l i ­

fied in the most infinitely studied m a n n e r . Jus t as painters or sculptors 

l o o k for the r ight pose , seek the propor t ions o f the b o d y , and recon­

struct t h e m in geometr i ca l t e rms , the p h o t o g r a p h e r operates: he draws 

an ideal landscape out o f the perce ived body . H e extracts a pure des ign 

f r o m the object and sets it up as essence. 

In the nude itself, the same occurs in the conf ronta t ion b e t w e e n 

w h a t is c u s t o m a r i l y represented as " d e s i r e " and " F o r m , " the " e r o t i c " 

and the " I d e a . " A s I stated at the outset , there is n o renunc ia t ion o f 

desire in the p h o t o g r a p h i c nude : on the contrary , it uses it , but in 

the face o f the unsurpassable , it m a k e s it evas ive . W h i c h has to be 

e x p l a i n e d . 

F o r a start, at least, w e should put this in g u a r d e d te rms . F o r w h e n 

w e consider Gibson's nudes and reflect o n the e x p e r i e n c e they c o n ­

struct , it b e c o m e s difficult to fall back o n c o m m o n p l a c e not ions or 

to tread ye t aga in all the usual s ignposted paths o f the ascetic v e r ­

sion o f P l a t o - P l o t i n i s m : it is c o m m o n l y said that w h e r e the nude is 

concerned , erot ic i sm is left b e h i n d , t ranscended, subl imated . . . 

I hesitate to use these te rms , not so m u c h because they are str ict ly 

speak ing false, as because I a m afraid that they m a y p r e m a t u r e l y ef­

fect facile reconci l iat ions and f lounder in w h a t w o u l d then risk be ing 

n o t h i n g m o r e than a convenient means o f representat ion (as w e l l as 

an i m p r e g n a b l e tendency to mora l iza t ion) . I also fear that they m i g h t 

trade o f f w h a t actua l ly happens in the presence o f the n u d e — w h i c h 

m a y perhaps r e m a i n d iverse , noncoherent , and not tota l ly absorb­

a b l e — a g a i n s t an overeff icient concept that w o u l d spare the m i n d any ^ 

t h o u g h t - p r o v o k i n g d i scomfort (as, for e x a m p l e , the use o f this too 

uni tary , t o o o n e - w a y - f u n c t i o n i n g trans-: t rans-mutat ion , trans-fer , 

t rans- f igurat ion . . . ) . 

T h i s shows m y m i s g i v i n g s as to the first w o r d that w i l l shape 

" w h a t h a p p e n s " and be used to ident i fy that f r o m here o n w a r d , for 

it has to preserve the gap that g a v e rise to these e x t r e m e s (the famous 

des i re- Idea dual ism) and that imparts tension to the exper ience w h i l e 

at the same t i m e say ing h o w far the n u d e — a n d perhaps the nude 
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a l o n e — s u c c e e d s in dissolving their oppos i t ion . T h e e r o g e n o u s zone 

is r e c o g n i z a b l y present, but r e w o r k e d to the point o f abstract ion: 

or else it por t rays a w o r l d on its o w n , into w h i c h desire can b e c o m e 

absorbed. It can even be said that Gibson 's art lies in t a k i n g the e r o g ­

enous to the edge o f de- identi f icat ion, so precise ly is it d e t e r m i n e d : 

it is then p e r e m p t o r i l y a p p o r t i o n e d b e t w e e n l ight and shade, w h e r e 

en la rgement , or the b lurred i m a g e , dereal ize it at w i l l . T h e interplay 

o f v o l u m e , mass , c u r v e , and t e x t u r e creates a lunar a tmosphere in 

w h i c h the pu l s ing flesh seems colder than marb le . 

T h i s is w h a t m a k e s p h o t o g r a p h i c w o r k so interes t ing in c o m ­

par i son w i t h the older techniques o f pa in t ing and sculpture : its tech­

nical capaci ty for realistic reproduct ion enables p h o t o g r a p h y to g o 

the furthest in the d i rect ion o f pleasure (and to b e c o m e exc lus ive ly 

e r o t i c — p o r n o g r a p h i c ) , and so incurs the greatest r isk o f c o m i n g 

close to " f lesh , " as w e m i g h t say ( f igurat ively s p e a k i n g ; C o u r b e t 

used p h o t o g r a p h s w h e n he w a s pa int ing The Creation of the World). 

F o r there is indeed a strange j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f nakedness , the flesh, and 

the n u d e — t h e nakedness o f shame and the flesh o f p l e a s u r e — a n d 

since p h o t o g r a p h y can m a k e the broadest s w e e p f r o m one to the 

other, b e t w e e n E v e and V e n u s , it h igh l ights all the m o r e s t rong ly the 

requi rement specific to the nude ("the b e a u t i f u l " ) . 

S o it is a cont inua l source o f a m a z e m e n t to see the s t range th ing 

that happens to d e s i r e — s t r a n g e , and r e g a r d i n g w h i c h the n o t i o n 

o f a dis interestedness p r o p e r to art , t h o u g h not ent i re ly m i s t a k e n , 

is o v e r i n c l u s i v e — w h e n faced not w i t h flesh but w i t h the nude (and 

at exh ib i t ions o f p h o t o g r a p h s o f the n u d e , this d i s turbance o f their 

desire is w h a t I w o u l d be cur ious to o b s e r v e in the gaze o f the specta-

tors). F o r the nude does not a d o r n i tsel f w i t h s ignif icat ions to c o m ­

pensate for its derea l izat ion o f des ire ; it does not m a k e an e m b l e m o f 

the b o d y and it avoids enter ing the forest o f s y m b o l s . N o r does it t r y 

to effect a c o n v e r s i o n o f " f l e s h " in to " sp i r i t . " N o t at a l l : the p u r p o s e 

o f b e i n g u n b u r d e n e d and ref ined is to r e m a i n nude , and it a l l o w s 

n o t h i n g to be s u p e r i m p o s e d on i t — n o t even " m e a n i n g . " T h i s is h o w 

it r emains the in-itself, the essence; it is also w h y desire , w h e n faced 

w i t h the n u d e , b e c o m e s pens ive or , as I suggested earl ier , evas ive . 
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T h a t the nude signifies essence can be seen f r o m one o f the best-

k n o w n w r i t i n g s o f Descar tes . T h e scene is etched in the m i n d o f 

e v e r y w o u l d - b e ph i losopher : a b lock o f w a x stands on a table, y e l ­

l o w , f ragrant , resistant to the touch. B u t w h e n held close to the fire 

it suddenly melts and spreads unt i l it has b e c o m e n o m o r e than l i q ­

uefied matter , r e v e a l i n g itself for w h a t it is , re ta in ing n o t h i n g other 

than its essential q u a l i t y as an e x t e n d e d b o d y , res extensa. B y passing 

f r o m one state to another , says Descar tes , this b o d y b e c o m e s w h a t 

it is in itself, d i sencumbered o f the elusive secondary qual it ies o f its 

" e x t e r n a l f o r m s " (smell, color , and so on) and finally lies bare . " B u t 

w h e n I d i s t inguish the w a x f r o m its o u t w a r d f o r m s — t a k e the clothes 

off, as it w e r e , and consider it n a k e d — t h e n a l though m y j u d g m e n t 

m a y still conta in errors , at least m y percept ion n o w requires a h u m a n 

m i n d " (Tanquam vestibus detractis nudam considero . . .). " N a k e d " refers 

here to that w h i c h is str ipped o f the last a d o r n m e n t or e n c u m b r a n c e , 

is no l o n g e r c o v e r e d b y or c o m b i n e d w i t h a n y t h i n g else, that there­

b y achieves its u l t imate rea l i ty and can u n d e r g o n o further c h a n g e : 

that w h i c h attains the fixity o f its essence and therefore has o n t o l o g i -

cal va lue . Because once it is reduced to its naked state, the phys ica l 

loses its p h e n o m e n a l inconsistency and assumes a metaphys ica l status 

(which is the p u r p o s e o f the episode in Descar tes ' Meditations). In o t h ­

er w o r d s , the be ing can o n l y be atta ined i f it is n a k e d ; b y be ing la id 

bare it is not d i m i n i s h e d but raised to a h i g h e r level . 

B u t it w o u l d seem that the artist is able to p e r f o r m the same o p ­

erat ion as that c a r r i e d out b y the metaphys ic ian ' s m i n d o f D e s c a r t e s , 

for let there b e n o m i s t a k e about it , that the nude is sculpted, p a i n t e d , 
2 0 | 

or p h o t o g r a p h e d w i t h such pass ionate and incessant ass iduity does 

not m e a n that artists find the h u m a n b o d y m o r e " b e a u t i f u l " than 

a n y other b o d y , or even than a n y other real i ty . P r i m a r i l y , it is rather 

that the h u m a n b o d y is the o n l y b o d y that can poss ib ly be n u d e : it 

is the o n l y o n e that can p r o c u r e the e x p e r i e n c e in w h i c h b y c u t t i n g 

a w a y the inessentia l unt i l there is n o t h i n g left to subtract , n o t h i n g 

m o r e to r e m o v e — i n the same w a y that the mel ted w a x is s t r ipped 

o f its " e x t e r n a l f o r m s " and appears before the m i n d as n o t h i n g m o r e 
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than " e x t e n d e d m a t t e r " — t h e unsurpassable (the essence) is f inal ly 

at ta ined. T h i s is w h a t l a y i n g bare the nude consists of. 

T h e metaphys ica l exper ience o f the n u d e — f o r all t rue nudes are 

m e t a p h y s i c a l — i s that this b o d y offers a possible access to the i n t i m a c y 

o f B e i n g . H e r e the body ' s o w n intimacy suddenly b e c o m e s ob jec t ive : 

that , as w e have seen, is the achievement o f the nude. T h i s most secret 

aspect , t h r o u g h w h i c h B e i n g appears in c a m e o , is def in i t ive ly d i s ­

c o v e r e d and revea led . A s an in-itself. W i t h n o t h i n g left to c o v e r or 

concea l it , n o t h i n g to create i l l u s i o n — n o poss ibi l i ty o f evas ion or 

h o l d i n g back. L e t there be n o m i s t a k e : the clothes have been r e m o v e d 

f r o m this b o d y in jus t the same w a y that the " e x t e r n a l f o r m s " w e r e 

lost b y the heated w a x . M y reference to Descar tes is intended to 

under l ine the dist inct ion b e t w e e n the e x p e r i e n c e in quest ion and 

another w i t h w h i c h it cou ld easi ly be confused. T h e e x p e r i e n c e o f the 

nude is not an u n v e i l i n g (the act o f undress ing that p r o v o k e s desire) 

in w h i c h the source o f pleasure lies in wi tness ing the final reve lat ion 

o f w h a t w a s most deeply h idden (quae plus latent plus placent—the log ic 

o f striptease). It has to do w i t h a r i g o r o u s operat ion of reduction (onto-

log ica l , e idet ic : Descar tes -Husser l ) . A s regards the b o d y o f w a x , it 

cou ld o n l y have been a matter o f compar i son— t anquam—and the 

exper ience r e m a i n e d pure ly theoret ical . In the case o f the h u m a n 

body , h o w e v e r , it is l i teral , for it b e c o m e s sensible: since none but the 

h u m a n b o d y can be str ipped bare , it is the o n l y " l o c u s " o f B e i n g 

w h e r e B e i n g can be e x p e r i e n c e d in its nakedness ; thereby p r o m o t e d 

in its be ing , it is thus m a d e fu l ly mani fest . 

^ M 2 V I I I ^ > 
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T h e e x p e r i e n c e in quest ion is therefore not that o f an u n v e i l i n g ( p r o ­

c u r i n g pleasure) but that o f a m o r e - m a n i f e s t ( p r o d u c i n g beauty ) . 

P la to should be read c losely here : not o n l y does he state that a m o n g 

"a l l the th ings that the soul v a l u e s , " o n l y the beaut i fu l (unl ike j u s t i c e 

or sel f -control) is mani fes t and is therefore the sovere ign m e a n s o f 

ascending f r o m the sensible to the I d e a — t h i s is w h a t is m o s t c o m ­

m o n l y r e m e m b e r e d in P l a t o n i s m . H e also goes o n to say that the 

beaut i fu l is " that w h i c h is the m o s t m a n i f e s t " in the r e a l m o f the sen­

sible, or , e v e n m o r e exac t ly , it is w h a t surges most p o w e r f u l l y into 

P A R T I 



mani fes tat ion (ekphanestaton; Phaedrus 2 5 0 d ) . F o r j u s t as i m p o r t a n t 

as its super lat ive state o f mani fes ta t ion ( r e l a t i v e — a b s o l u t e : " v e r y " 

or " t h e m o s t " manifest) is the soar ing o r s u r g i n g out indicated b y 

the pre f ix ek—as it appears in ec-stasy o r e -v idence . In other w o r d s , 

b e a u t y is w h a t stands out most a m o n g the v i s ib le : its p o w e r is to cause 

b e i n g to appear and b r i n g it m o s t c lear ly to o u r sight. 

I t h i n k that this best defines the v o c a t i o n o f the nude (and I i m ­

agine that Plato's concept o f b e a u t y w o u l d not have been unaf fected 

b y the s tatuary o f his t i m e ; see Plotinus 's reference in the o p e n i n g to 

chapter 8 o f Enneads, 5) . T h e b e a u t y o f the nude does not rea l ly l ie in 

the h a r m o n y o f its forms or the correct p r o p o r t i o n s o f the parts (as in 

the later Stoic definit ion o f the beaut i fu l b y that w h i c h is aptum), even 

t h o u g h these are the qualit ies most often observed and c o m m e n t e d 

on w h e n c o m p a r i n g and a n a l y z i n g different nudes . T h e s e r e m a i n 

surface qual i t ies , or rather, m e r e aux i l i a r ies to the nude , and d o not 

express w h a t it is. W h a t confers its status on the nude and m a k e s it 

w h a t it is, is the fact that p r e c e d i n g al l the v a r i o u s and par t i cu lar fea­

tures that can be o b s e r v e d , it possesses the m o r e e s s e n t i a l — o r m o r e 

accurately , the radical and thereby re lat ive ly u n e x p l o r a b l e — q u a l i t y 

o f be ing able to cause part o f the v is ible to surge out. O u t o f the v is ib le , 

as a f ragment o f the v is ib le , and detached f r o m the v is ib le , at one and 

the same t i m e . A n d all o f the nude's v a r i o u s qualit ies have to c o n ­

tr ibute to this , in such a w a y that w i t h i n the vis ible or the mani fest , 

it b r ings out s o m e t h i n g m o r e vis ible and m o r e manifest than they. 

In short , the b e a u t y o f the nude der ives f r o m its p o w e r o f e -v idence . 

F o r a l t h o u g h b e a u t y has the capaci ty for revelat ion attr ibuted to it b y 

Plato (revelation in the strongest , that is , onto log ica l sense: the rev-

elation o f essence), it is the nude that, b y be ing str ipped bare , takes 

this capac i ty to its highest degree and fulfills it. It is the p o w e r o f that 

w h i c h is absolutely mani fest , absolutely e x p o s e d — t h e epopteia. 

It c o u l d be said that the nude exposes B e i n g m o r e complete ly , and 

that this is w h e r e its " b e a u t y " l ies. T h i n k o f the f e w great nudes in 

the h i s t o r y o f art , such as those o f Bot t i ce l l i . In his Birth of Venus, the 

" b i r t h " in quest ion is not the anecdot ic b i r th o f be ing b o r n : it e x ­

presses, precisely , h o w the appear ing surges out , the e-v idence o f the 

nude b o d y s tanding out w i t h i n the vis ible . T h e b o d y o f the Venus 
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m a y be s o m e w h a t i l l - p r o p o r t i o n e d , the face rather smal l , the shoul ­

ders s loping and uns t ruc tured , and the w h o l e b o d y uns tab le - look ing , 

so that the ensemble has a shi f t ing q u a l i t y about it , but this o n l y serves 

to increase the a m a z i n g impact o f this nude's presence—amazement in 

the emphat ic sense o f the w o r d , thambos, the P lot in ian sense o f a w e 

in the presence o f beauty . O r the fearful rapture felt b y Plato's l o v ­

ers on suddenly d i scover ing w i t h i n the sensible w o r l d an echo o f the 

Idea be ing contemplated . F o r the elegant e longat ion o f the V e n u s , 

the f luidity and r h y t h m o f the b o d y , and even the pens ive express ion 

o f the face, w h i c h are so often the focus o f attention, are in fact less 

important for their ind iv idua l qualit ies or the grace and m o v e m e n t 

they impar t to g ive the f igure its ex t raord inary , delicately " f e m i n i n e " 

c h a r m , than they are for the erupt ive qua l i ty they contr ibute to m a k ­

ing the nude surge out to the fore. In this nude, borne on its m o t h e r -

of-pearl shell, Bot t ice l l i has painted the most accurate depict ion o f a 

more-visible soar ing into v i e w : the instant w h e n the appear ing arises at 

the furthest distance f r o m appearances and the sinuously d r a w n lines 

o f this b o d y create a cleft w i t h i n the sensible. B u t this does not open 

onto a " t ranscendent" b e y o n d , as w o u l d be expected f r o m a rel ig ious 

or spiritual revelat ion: here it is the vis ible itself w h i c h , in this nude , 

becomes s imultaneously the locus and the object o f the revelat ion. 

^ I X ^ 

In this sense it cou ld be said that p h o t o g r a p h y fulfills the v o c a t i o n 

for the nude m o r e complete ly than its predecessors , so I find it v e r y 

strange that in his t w o v o l u m e s on the nude , w h i c h are genera l l y c o n ­

sidered the best w o r k s in this field, K e n n e t h C l a r k n o w h e r e ment ions 

the p h o t o g r a p h i c nude. It seems to m e , on the contrary , that its spe­

cific techniques cause p h o t o g r a p h y to emphas ize to the utmost the 

nude's abi l i ty to shine out w i t h i n the sensible w o r l d , since its art does 

not der ive f r o m devices o f imi ta t ion and re-creat ion but is based es­

sential ly on its abi l i ty to create an event (or an advent : the advent o f 

the nude as the appar i t ion o f B e i n g ) . W h i l e pa int ing and sculpture 

i n v o l v e a d r a w n - o u t process , the instantaneity o f p h o t o g r a p h y m e a n s 

that e v e r y cl ick o f the shutter br ings the nude into be ing . T h a t is the 

effect sought after, at least. 
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T h i s capac i ty is indeed specific to the instant. E v e r since A r i s t o t l e , 

the p r o b l e m o f the " ins tant , " as "present instant" (to nun), has been a 

constant in p h i l o s o p h y (in relat ion to B e i n g , precisely) : the future and 

the past " a r e " not , for the one " i s " not ye t and the other " i s " n o l o n g ­

er, and therefore o n l y the present instant is; but this present instant 

exists o n l y as a m e r e point o f passage f r o m future to past , " t h r o u g h 

w h i c h " the future "slips a w a y " into the past (Saint A u g u s t i n e ) . A s 

such, therefore, it is n o t h i n g but an a t o m o f t ime , indiv is ib le , w i t h n o 

extens ion w h a t s o e v e r , and w h i c h consequent ly can have n o possible 

consistency (as m-stant): it is not a part o f t ime and its present is n o 

m o r e than a " l i m i t . " Unless , as Saint A u g u s t i n e inev i tab ly concludes , 

t h r o u g h o u r convers ion this instant can re join G o d ' s eternal present , 

the t rue ubi. 

T h i s leads to the observat ion w h i c h , t h o u g h e lementary , w e n e v ­

ertheless h a v e to re turn to in order to measure its impact w i t h regard 

to the nude : that photography ' s capaci ty for instantaneity g ives it the 

v o c a t i o n o f rea l iz ing this pure l imi t o f the present instant ; the camera 

shot is this " p o i n t " o f t i m e — d e v o i d o f extens ion , but through which 

alone be ing " i s . " W h i c h , appl ied to the nude , specifies the possible 

effect: m a k i n g the nude surge out in the i n s t a n t — b y immobilizing this 

instant, the p h o t o g r a p h fixes it in its e terni ty o f essence. 

B o t h nakedness and the " f l e sh" are experienced in b o d i l y m o v e ­

ment , whereas the nude is discovered in fixed i m m o b i l i t y (the p o s e ) — 

w h i c h is necessary for d i sp lay ing the F o r m as w e l l as for c a p t u r i n g 

its ident i ty on the flat surface. P h o t o g r a p h y repeatedly produces this 

f i x i ty o f essence (one o n l y has to c o m p a r e here a rol l o f p h o t o g r a p h i c 

nudes and film footage o f n a k e d bodies) . Because o f the t ime- f reeze 

2 6 I 
that p r o d u c e d it, the nude is cut o f f f r o m the b o d y as such and f r o m 

the life that animates it , and this is w h a t enables it to a l l o w for an 

ecstasy o f the v is ib le . Planes and opposi t ions intersect ye t aga in , and 

in the i r r u p t i o n b y w h i c h the nude produces an aperture w i t h i n the 

sensible w o r l d , the B e i n g that is r e a c h e d — b u t w h a t cou ld be m o r e 

i m p e r m a n e n t , m o r e " t i m e - b o u n d " than this skin t e x t u r e or the p len­

itude o f the c u r v e o f the hip or the breast?—is suddenly l i f ted " o u t ­

side t i m e . " A n d , since the instant captured in the p h o t o g r a p h i c nude 

m i r r o r s this ephemera l i t y most closely, the impress ion it creates o f 
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suspending m o r t a l i t y is thereby m a d e all the m o r e i n t e n s e — p e r h a p s 

even t rag ic . 

F r o m a m e t h o d i c a l rather than an existent ia l s tandpoint , this 

w o u l d also lead m e to the conclus ion that to reach B e i n g , the p h o t o ­

graphic nude operates in a w a y e x a c t l y opposi te to that o f the concept . 

T h e concept ga ins access to the be ing or the in- i tsel f b y p r o c e e d i n g 

c o n c o m i t a n t l y f r o m the par t i cu lar to the genera l , f r o m the vis ible to 

the inte l l ig ib le , f r o m the orata to the noeta or , as it has constant ly been 

said since Phaedrus, f r o m a " p l u r a l i t y o f sensations" t o w a r d a " u n i t y 

assembled b y t h o u g h t . " T h e concept abstracts be ing on an a tempora l 

m o d e : that o f " B e i n g , " and no l o n g e r that o f " b e c o m i n g . " T h e p h o ­

tographic nude , on the contrary , captures the in- i tsel f in the instant 

and therefore in a w a y that is the most i m m e d i a t e and the most (or the 

infinitely) c o n c r e t e — i n direct touch w i t h the sensible, w i t h the b o d y , 

w i t h the sk in , w i t h the nude. T h i s c u r v e , this t e x t u r e , this d o w n y 

skin , that b lemish , and this dark s h a d o w — h e r e and n o w , the most 

local and the most f l e e t i n g — a r e seized in the flash o f an instant but 

f ixed forever , m a k i n g the par t i cu lar not o n l y unsurpassable but sud­

denly i m m u t a b l e and thereby absolute. H e n c e f o r t h they are n o l o n g e r 

part o f the b e c o m i n g o f th ings , for they have seceded f r o m it; t rapped 

b y the camera , B e i n g has suddenly let itself be condensed, absorbed, 

and, as it w e r e , isolated in their i n t i m a c y . 

S ince w e are b o u n d b y the convent ions o f l a n g u a g e , b r i n g i n g into 

p lay our fami l i a r d i chotomies , such as that b e t w e e n the instant and 

the a tempora l , is at least a convenient w a y o f put t ing th ings . W h a t 

else can w e d o , as soon as w e start t h i n k i n g , but put back into o p e r a -

^ I t ion the d ichotomies thought implies? N o w the impact o f the p h o ­

tographic nude as an experience lies prec ise ly in its abi l i ty to open a 

breach t h r o u g h w h i c h a poss ib i l i ty can be g l impsed o f passing b e ­

y o n d these scissions. T h i s is the propens i ty o f its p o w e r o f ef fract ion, 

w h i c h w a s m e n t i o n e d earl ier : ef fract ion w i t h i n the sensible, t h r o u g h 

its capaci ty for i r r u p t i o n — w h a t w e referred to as the s u r g i n g out o f 

the n u d e — a n d also w i t h i n the theoret ica l , as the nude u n d e r m i n e s its 

categories and disturbs the classifications it operates . It cou ld even be 

considered first o f all an effraction w i t h regard to that p r i m a r y , g e n ­

erative oppos i t ion : the "sens ib le" and the " theore t i ca l . " W i t h t o n g u e 
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in cheek (I say this w i t h a w i n k at G ibson) , I m i g h t cal l this the zen or 

haikai side o f nude photography . 

X ^ 

In order to break free o f these d i chotomies that w e find ourselves en­

meshed in f r o m the m o m e n t w e b e g i n to t h i n k (a l though it is rank 

but na ive a r rogance to say " I t h i n k , " w h e n it w a s these scissions that 

started the t h i n k i n g for us), w e have to step back f r o m o u r t h o u g h t , 

or at least f r o m o u r menta l habits , and perce ive it f r o m outside itself. 

S imi lar ly , inves t igat ing the poss ib i l i ty o f the n u d e — i n other w o r d s , 

l o o k i n g at all the pr io r cu l tura l and theoret ica l concept ions that gave 

rise to the nude and ensured its e x t r a o r d i n a r y l o n g e v i t y f r o m the 

G r e e k s to the present d a y — a l s o requires d is tancing ourse lves f r o m 

it and put t ing it back into perspect ive b y separat ing it f r o m w h a t it 

has been so neat ly m o l d e d into b y t radi t ion: it has to be seen afresh as 

someth ing strange and u n k n o w n . 

N o w , e v e r y t h i n g shows the nude to be a p h e n o m e n o n that is 

" b o n d e d " so t h o r o u g h l y w i t h Weste rn cul ture that the West never 

m o v e d a w a y f r o m i t — t h e C h u r c h m a n a g e d to get sexua l attr ibutes 

covered up , but it kept the nude . T h e nude is s o m e t h i n g c o m m o n ­

place : it crosses and l inks the West f r o m one side to the other , and is 

present in all reg ions and e v e r y epoch . It spread a long w i t h the r e ­

newals o f Western c i v i l i z a t i o n — f r o m G r e e c e t o w a r d R o m e and P e r -

g a m u m , the R e n a i s s a n c e , C lass ic i sm, and so o n — a n d has constant ly 

served as the basis for t ra in ing in the fine arts. B u t h o w e v e r c o m m o n ­

place , it is nonetheless also the most cruc ia l p h e n o m e n o n in that it 

b r ings into p lay the e x t r e m e express ion o f choices that i n f o r m e d and 
2 9 

fecundated Weste rn thought . " C h o i c e s " — c o u l d this m e a n that the 

nude itself invo lves a choice? H e r e w e w o u l d n o r m a l l y a c k n o w l e d g e 

o n l y "aesthet ic " choices c o n c e r n i n g the best p r o p o r t i o n s , the ideal 

c u r v e , or the most appropr iate pose ; at best there has been some hesi­

tat ion, f r o m a m o r e ideo log ica l s tandpoint , r e g a r d i n g the l e g i t i m a c y 

o f the nude , w h e n its boundar ies w i t h flesh and nakedness w e r e n o 

l o n g e r suff iciently clear. A s i f the choice ended there . . . W h a t buries 

the choice o f the nude so w e l l , and m a k e s it theoret ica l ly innocent is 

t h a t — b e w a r e ! — i t presents itself in the guise o f the natura l , so that 
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the " c u l t u r a l " aspect is most easi ly concea led w i t h i n it and forgot ten 

about : for this is a nude , m e r e l y a n a k e d b o d y . It is s imply a mat ter 

o f the h u m a n b o d y , w h i c h is a l w a y s the same t h i n g — t h a t to w h i c h 

n o t h i n g is added, w h i c h has cast off, a long w i t h its g a r m e n t s , the last 

signs o f c iv i l i za t ion and therefore also the characterist ics that d i s ­

t inguish one cu l ture f r o m another , or in short , that w h i c h is n a k e d . 

T h e r e f o r e , it w o u l d be easy to i m a g i n e that the nude is se l f -evident 

and not founded on or just i f ied b y p r i o r biases. S o h o w could w e p o s ­

sibly be surpr ised b y it? Y e t this w o u l d be necessary for a n y t h i n k i n g 

on the nude . B u t n o one thinks about t h i n k i n g on the nude . I f t ruth 

be to ld , the quest ion has hard ly ever been put at al l : w h a t is a nude? 

In order to address the quest ion, some travel w o u l d be requi red . 

T h e nude is also to be found in Ind ia , t h o u g h to a far lesser ex tent 

than in the West , and usual ly in the c o n t e x t o f erotic a r t — b u t here it 

is, rather, a mat ter o f " the f lesh" than o f the nude. H i s t o r y also shows 

that G r e e k art w a s k n o w n in Ind ia ; there is indeed a c o m m o n " I n d o -

E u r o p e a n " category , and it certa in ly extends b e y o n d l inguist ics . 

S imi lar ly , p u r s u i n g the F a r East route , some traces o f the nude can be 

found as far a w a y as J a p a n (the inf luence o f the Sh into h e r i t a g e — r e ­

lation to water?) , a l though in this instance it must be m o r e a case o f 

n u d i t y than o f the nude . B u t there is one vast cu l tura l space that has 

never been penetrated b y the nude , and w h e r e it has r e m a i n e d in total 

neglect : C h i n a . Y e t pa int ing and sculpture o f the h u m a n f igure are 

w idespread in the C h i n e s e artistic t radi t ion, w h o s e ant iqui ty and i m ­

por tance are un iver sa l l y r e c o g n i z e d . 

N o w I finally have to admit that so far, I have been speak ing as a 

s inologist . I have been cons ider ing the obverse o f the nude , f r o m the 
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reverse v i e w p o i n t o f C h i n a : w h i l e I w a s speak ing o f the E u r o p e a n 

tradit ion o f the nude , it w a s its absence in C h i n a that i n t r i g u e d m e . 

N o n e o f the o b v i o u s a r g u m e n t s that m i g h t spr ing to m i n d to e x ­

pla in this gap stand up to analys is . T h e idea o f i n d e c e n c y (Chinese 

mora l i sm) , in par t icu lar , fails as an a r g u m e n t because nakedness 

w a s also d i sapproved o f in E u r o p e , and f u r t h e r m o r e , the n a k e d and 

the nude are not the same th ing . T h e r e f o r e , such a radical absence, 

w h i c h admits no e x c e p t i o n s — a rare o c c u r r e n c e in cultures as vast as 
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t h i s — d e m a n d s closer e x a m i n a t i o n . T h e case is not anecdot ic , but one 

that has e x p l o r a t o r y va lue . F o r the absence o f the nude i n v o l v e s an 

imposs ib i l i ty , and f o l l o w i n g this thread w i l l take us into the heart 

o f w h a t s t ructured both E u r o p e a n and C h i n e s e thought . R e v e r s i n g 

the construct ion o f the paral le l , it cou ld be said that the ex is tence o f 

the nude reveals and condenses the choices o f E u r o p e a n cu l ture to the 

same extent as its absence in C h i n a reveals specific characterist ics o f 

C h i n e s e cu l ture and thought . T h e latter sheds l ight o n the former , 

for each reveals the other. In fact, it w a s this absence o f the nude in 

C h i n a that led m e to an interest in its deve lopment in E u r o p e . S ince I 

cou ld n o l o n g e r take the nude in art for granted , I w a s led to inqui re 

into its poss ib i l i ty (in the K a n t i a n sense o f the t e r m : w h a t m a d e its 

existence possible!). H e r e , then, is the just i f icat ion for this f r a m e w o r k : 

the imposs ib i l i ty o f the ex is tence o f the nude in C h i n a w i l l p e r m i t an 

assessment o f the condit ions that m a d e it possible in E u r o p e . 

^ XI ^ 

It is indeed rather strange to deal w i t h someth ing not in but through 

its absence. N o t that it is felt as s o m e t h i n g m i s s i n g — t h a t w o u l d be an 

e x a g g e r a t i o n — b u t s imply because it is not there, and such an absence 

disturbs o u r force o f habit . A l s o because it i l luminates t h r o u g h c o n ­

trast, creat ing contrast and thereby setting thought back in m o t i o n . 

A n absence o f n u d e s . . . n o n e w i l l be found over there a n y longer , not 

in the squares or the temples , nor in b o o k s or m u s e u m s . 

It is s tranger sti l l , and fascinat ing as w e l l , to infer f r o m this absence 

the imposs ib i l i ty it manifests . T h e deeper w e delve in to the reasons 

for this absence o f the nude in C h i n a , the m o r e w e find theoret ical 

bi furcat ions s p r i n g i n g out . A n al ternat ive arises, prec ise ly w h e r e up 

til l then e v e r y t h i n g seemed per fect ly o b v i o u s . T h e deeper the nude 

is u p r o o t e d f r o m its inte l lectual g r o u n d , the m o r e planes e m e r g e 

to s h o w the coherences u n d e r l y i n g it: d isconnected f r o m these, the 

nude, w h i c h w a s concea led under the guise o f the natura l , suddenly 

stands out as an i n c o n g r u i t y . 

It is a s trange th ing to see the fold o f o u r cul tura l habits spread out 

and the place o c c u p i e d b y the nude closed in. 

A H i s t o r y o f B e i n g 





^ X I I ^ 

W h i c h means that I should r e w r i t e in re l ie f w h a t I h a v e so far d is ­

cussed in in tag l io , and g o pat ient ly t h r o u g h all the a r g u m e n t s 

a g a i n — w i t h " C h i n a " demonstra t ing t h e m a contrario. I shall confine 

m y s e l f to a f e w points . 

T h e ex i s tence o f the nude is m a d e possible p r i m a r i l y b y w h a t , 

w i t h the G r e e k s , w e c a m e to unders tand b y " f o r m " : a f o r m that 

funct ions as a m o d e l , w h o s e b a c k g r o u n d is often m a t h e m a t i z e d and 

g e o m e t r i z e d , and takes on the v a l u e o f an ideal as it fixes an i d e n ­

t i ty o f essence (the eidos)—this is w h a t w a s consecrated b y the nude . 

P lot inus recognizes that " there is in nature a rat ional pr inc ip le (logos) 

w h i c h is the m o d e l o f b e a u t y in the b o d y " (Enneads, 5 . 8 . 3 ) , a l though 

he goes on to express a preference for the rat ional pr inc ip le in the 

soul . In other w o r d s , there is an " a r c h e t y p e " o f b o d i l y b e a u t y that is 

its t rue f o r m , and w h i c h artists s tr ive to achieve . B u t n o w t r y to c o n ­

ceive o f a " f o r m " that w o u l d be seen o n l y — a s is the case in C h i n a — 

as the t e m p o r a r y actual izat ion o f the o n g o i n g evo lut ion p r o p e r to all 

l i v i n g th ings . T h i n k , therefore, o f a b o d y that is o n l y the concret ion 

(by i n d i v i d u a t i o n , and hence f leet ingly perceptible) o f the invis ible 

u n d e r l y i n g mass o f e n e r g y in ceaseless d e p l o y m e n t — a c t u a l i z a t i o n 

and r e s o r p t i o n — a s it forms the universe : the consistency on w h i c h 

the nude h i n g e d disappears i m m e d i a t e l y , l eav ing no essence to be i m ­

m o b i l i z e d . M y b o d y comes into the w o r l d , g r o w s , ages , and decays . It 

is constant p r e y to the t rans format ion that brought it into ex is tence , 

even t h o u g h the process is so seamless that it is impercept ib le to the 

eye . T h e b o d y presents n o durable (and m u c h less any definitive) state 

that m i g h t character ize i t — t h e state i m m o b i l i z e d b y the n u d e — a n d ^ 

I a m a w a r e o n l y o f different phases . W h e n the real in its ent i rety is 

seen as an e v o l v i n g c o n t i n u u m and that therefore " f o r m " — o r at 

least, w h a t w e translate as such in C h i n e s e (the not ion o f xing)—is 

conce ived as s o m e t h i n g not stable but transi tory , one understands 

the C h i n e s e lack o f interest in the e m i n e n t l y stable f o r m that u n d e r ­

pins G r e e k t h o u g h t and science, and to w h i c h the nude g ives p e r ­

m a n e n c e . T h e r e are n o m o r e a rchetypes or eternal f o r m s , n o m o r e 

mode l s or u p p e r w o r l d o f essences; and it is n o l o n g e r possible to say 

l ike Saint A u g u s t i n e under the inf luence o f P lot inus : " T h e n I shall 
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stand i m m o v a b l e and f ixed in T h e e , in m y f o r m and in T h y t r u t h . " In 

forma mea—veritate tua: the k e y w o r d s " f o r m " and " t r u t h " are coupled 

t o g e t h e r — o u r great p a i r i n g f r o m a n t i q u i t y — a n d the nude operates 

at their po int o f fusion. 

F o r the not ion o f B e i n g and the quest ion o f the in- i tse l f are i n ­

escapably to be found in the b a c k g r o u n d o f the nude : the nude is 

the unsurpassable "as s u c h " — t h e res ipsa—of a rea l i ty reduced to its 

identity . T h e nude answers the quest ion o f the ti esti, the " w h a t is i t ? " 

B u t w e k n o w that classical C h i n e s e has n o v e r b " t o b e " but uses o n l y 

" there i s " together w i t h the copula , and that it considers the real not 

f r o m the v i e w p o i n t o f be ing but f r o m that o f processes (dao). It fo l ­

l o w s that the imposs ib i l i ty o f the nude in C h i n a is p r i m a r i l y at tr ibut­

able to its lack o f onto log ica l status there: w h a t remains , therefore , is 

either the flesh (Chinese eroticism) or indecent nakedness . T h e b e d ­

rock o f B e i n g that the nude has been founded on since the t imes o f the 

G r e e k s is " m i s s i n g . " 

T h e not ion o f the h u m a n b o d y is also in quest ion, and here the gap 

is no less m a r k e d . In the West , the not ion that preva i l ed is that o f an 

anatomica l b o d y consist ing o f a f lesh-covered skeleton w h o s e e v e r y 

musc le , t endon, l i g a m e n t , and so forth is susceptible to analys is , d e -

construct ion , and dissection (as e v i d e n c e d b y art school teaching on 

the nude, or painters ' preparatory drawings) . H o w e v e r , for a v e r y long 

t ime the internal funct ion o f c i rculat ion and e x c h a n g e r e m a i n e d a 

matter o f s e c o n d a r y i m p o r t a n c e — i f it w a s perce ived at al l . B u t it w a s 

this anatomica l analysis that enabled the met icu lous imi ta t ion f r o m 

w h i c h the nude der ives , to the point w h e r e in E u r o p e , even in the 

representat ion o f c lothed f igures , these w e r e first d r a w n as nudes . In 
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C h i n a , on the other h a n d , the b o d y is v i e w e d f r o m the standpoint o f 

" e n e r g y , " not a n a t o m y : it is perce ived in a g loba l , o rgan ic w a y that 

preserves its l i f e -ensur ing funct iona l capacity. T h e b o d y is conce ived 

o f in exact correspondence to the e x t e r n a l w o r l d , w i t h w h i c h it is in 

p e r m a n e n t c o m m u n i c a t i o n . It is i tsel f a un iverse that is b o t h closed 

and open, permeated b y breaths f l o w i n g t h r o u g h a system o f channels 

or " m e r i d i a n s " w h i c h r u n t h r o u g h the b o d y and circulate v i ta l i ty . 

T h e b o d y is comparab le to a la rge bag (usually represented b y an oval) 

inside w h i c h , as in the rest o f the w o r l d , ceaseless t ransmutat ions take 
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place. N o n e o f this constant internal r e n e w a l is mani fest e x t e r n a l l y 

except at the orif ices, w i t h each cor responding to a par t i cu lar o r g a n . 

N o revelat ions are to be e x p e c t e d f r o m the outer c o n f o r m a t i o n o f 

flesh and musc le , o f w h a t b r o a d l y remains l ittle m o r e than a torso 

conta in ing the organs (the l imbs are f requent ly o m i t t e d a l together in 

medica l d r a w i n g s ) . S ince the C h i n e s e see the b o d y as the m e r e c o n ­

cret ion o f the e n e r g y that animates it , it is not surpr is ing to find that 

the relat ion b e t w e e n " f o r m " and " m a t t e r " (eidos-ule), ideal f o r m and 

inert matter , w h i c h b r o u g h t forth the nude in E u r o p e , is absent in 

C h i n a — t o g o back to P lot inus , in the w a k e o f Ar i s to t l e : art is the 

transference o f f o r m into matter . 

T h e reason w h y a n a t o m y — w h i c h is the basis for the n u d e — 

r e m a i n e d so unelaborated in C h i n a , despite its e x t r e m e l y ref ined 

f igurat ive art , is that there the h u m a n b o d y did not acquire the sta­

tus o f an object , as is cal led for b y the nude. T h e e x p e r i e n c e o f the 

b o d y w a s a b o v e all that o f one's own b o d y as sensed internal ly . It is the 

e x p e r i e n c e o f the l i f e - g i v i n g f luxes and e x c h a n g e s that w e regulate 

interna l ly b y o u r breath ing and the pract ice o f f l o w i n g sequences o f 

m o v e m e n t s (as in taiji quan, w h i c h is quite u n l i k e o u r g y m n a s t i c s w i t h 

its m u s c l e - b u i l d i n g exercise o f the " n a k e d b o d y " ) . Consequent ly , far 

f r o m a n y k i n d o f representat ion o f the nude f igure , w h i c h they w o u l d 

consider corpse l ike (a r e m i n d e r o f the cadavers once used as mode l s in 

art schools), the C h i n e s e found it convenient to use the m o v e m e n t o f 

d r a p e r y — t h e folds and gathers o f the c lothes , the sinuous w i n d i n g s 

o f the belt , o r the s w e e p o f a s l e e v e — t o express these prec ious v i ta l 

r h y t h m s . 

^ I T h e d i s junct ion that g a v e rise to the nude cou ld be s tudied e n d ­

lessly, for it i n e v i t a b l y b r i n g s up a great m a n y other p lanes , p a r t i c u ­

lar ly that o f aesthetics (if this d i v i s i o n in to planes stil l m a k e s a n y 

sense: as w e h a v e seen, the nude is a crossroads) . I m e n t i o n e d ear l ier 

the c o m m o t i o n p r o v o k e d b y the nude's s u r g i n g out and its s t u n n i n g 

effect. N o w this event, of fered l i k e a m i r a c l e for c o n t e m p l a t i o n , 

w o u l d stand in o p p o s i t i o n to the endless unfolding o f de lectat ion 

favored b y the C h i n e s e (again, the l o g i c o f processes) . U n l i k e the 

epopteia o f the nude , w h e r e the reve la t ion suddenly comes in to v i e w 

as s o m e t h i n g unsurpassable (the " e v e r y t h i n g is h e r e " o f the nude) , 
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the C h i n e s e pre ferred the e x p e r i e n c e o f a blandness w h o s e capac i ty 

to unfur l is inexhaust ib le . T h i s is the blandness o f d i scret ion . A n u d e , 

on the other h a n d , is never d i s c r e e t — o n the c o n t r a r y , it bursts o n t o 

the scene b y ef fract ion. It is i n v a r i a b l y and ine luctab ly spectacular , 

w h i l e the C h i n e s e f o r m u l a w o u l d r e c o m m e n d quite the c o n t r a r y : 

" i n the b e g i n n i n g one bare ly not ices it ; but there g r a d u a l l y emanates 

f r o m it a savor w h o s e intensi ty unfo lds u n e n d i n g l y . " T h e cr i t ic G u o 

R u o x u recounts that Y a n L i b e n w e n t to J i n g z h o u to see a p a i n t i n g 

b y Z h a n g S e n g y o u , one o f the earl iest great f igure painters . A t first 

sight he w a s not impressed b y it , but on a second v i e w i n g he apprec i ­

ated it m o r e . G o i n g back to it y e t a g a i n , he a d m i r e d it great ly , and 

finally stayed there for m o r e than ten days before b e i n g able to tear 

h i m s e l f a w a y f r o m i t . . . C h i n e s e aesthetics d e m a n d that there should 

a l w a y s be a " b e y o n d " : a " b e y o n d " to w o r d s , to shape, to the taste o f 

th ings . " L a n d s c a p e b e y o n d the l a n d s c a p e , " figurative representat ion 

is successful to the degree that the o b s e r v e r can w a n d e r w i t h i n it 

endless ly and at w i l l . T h e n u d e , on the cont rary , a b r u p t l y severs all 

poss ib i l i ty o f a " b e y o n d " : it i m m o b i l i z e s the g a z e , captures des ire , 

focuses the at tent ion. Its f o r m is final: the nude freezes (the pose) , at a 

stroke and for eternity . 

T h e nude emerges out o f a great c h a l l e n g i n g confrontat ion w i t h 

B e i n g , w h i c h w e seize forc ib ly so as to obta in its surrender and rob it 

o f its e n i g m a : s tanding before his m o d e l , the artist is O e d i p u s l o o k ­

ing straight at the S p h i n x . I feel that , on the other h a n d , the fact that 

C h i n e s e t radi t ion ignores the poss ib i l i ty o f the nude can be a t t r ib ­

uted to an avers ion to this over directness. I f there is a n y ideo log ica l 

ret icence, it is less on str ict ly m o r a l g r o u n d s (with regard to nudi ty) 
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than o f a r i tua l nature . F o r rather than this c lear-cut w a y o f g rasp ing 

th ings , w h i c h is cons idered s o m e w h a t brusque , and the v a l u e a t t r i b ­

uted to i m m e d i a c y that it impl ies , C h i n e s e cu l ture has a preference 

for an ob l ique , indirect approach that preserves the a u t o n o m y o f 

th ings and the poss ib i l i ty o f their evo lut ion . S imi lar ly , C h i n e s e rhet­

or ic r e c o m m e n d s not " h e m m i n g i n " an issue too t ight ly but l e a v i n g 

a cer ta in d e g r e e o f " b r e a t h i n g space" a r o u n d it : w r i t i n g "beside" the 

point a l l o w s for a process o f c los ing in on the subject that enables us 

to d i scover its ful l d i m e n s i o n gradua l ly , and thus p r o v i d e s access to it. 
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T h e genera l r e c o m m e n d a t i o n , in l iterati art at least, is for a loose ly 

w o v e n approach , l e a v i n g r o o m for m o v e m e n t . S u c h an approach 

respects the f loat ing nature o f th ings and their capac i ty for " l i f e , " 

and b y e v o k i n g t h e m f r o m a dis tance , m o r e v a g u e l y — o n the r e g ­

ister o f a b s e n c e — r e n d e r s t h e m p e r v a s i v e rather than present . N o w 

there is n o t h i n g m o r e aggress ive than the nude , e v e n i f it can o n l y 

be g l i m p s e d ob l ique ly and is intended to be a l lus ive ; n o t h i n g is m o r e 

b latant ly present either, despite the photographer ' s scope for m a ­

nipu la t ing its intensity . F u r t h e r m o r e , in p a i n t i n g as m u c h as p o e t r y 

(both arise f r o m the same pr inciple) , C h i n e s e aesthetics constant ly 

urges that the e x p e r i e n c e not be a l l o w e d to split b e t w e e n the poles o f 

" w i t h o u t " and " w i t h i n , " " e m o t i o n " and " l a n d s c a p e " (qing and jing), 

v i sua l e x p e r i e n c e and inner e x p e r i e n c e , for all t rue f igurat ive r e p r e ­

sentation is b o r n o f the m e e t i n g and interact ion o f the t w o . T h e e x ­

per ience c o u l d therefore not be fur ther a w a y f r o m the ob jec t i va t ion 

o f the most i n t i m a t e , w h i c h the nude arises f r o m and w h o s e p o w e r it 

carr ies to the highest degree . 

In short , the quest ion can n o l o n g e r be avo ided as to w h e t h e r a r t ­

ists and aesthetes in C h i n a ever sought the B e a u t i f u l . T h e issue is 

inescapable i f it is t rue that, unt i l m o d e r n t imes at least, in W e s t e r n 

cu l ture the n o t i o n o f the B e a u t i f u l r e m a i n e d l i n k e d to ideal F o r m 

and that this is w h a t the nude a ims to embody. H o w e v e r , on r e a d i n g 

C h i n e s e treatises on aesthetics it b e c o m e s clear that p r i o r i t y is g i v e n 

to the resonances o f the f igurat ion (qiyun), the radiance that emanates 

f r o m it (shencai), and the a tmosphere it diffuses (Jengshen). C h i n e s e 

artists have n o m o r e concern for m a k i n g the m o r e v is ible surge out o f 

^ I the vis ible than they have for b r i n g i n g the ideal d o w n into it. O n the 

other h a n d , they d o aspire to c a p t u r i n g the invis ib le through the v i s ­

ible, to tapp ing into the d i m e n s i o n o f the invis ib le ef f ic iency or spirit 

(shen) (and, as such, infinite) that u n c e a s i n g l y p e r v a d e s and an imates 

the v is ib le . W h a t they seek to grasp in the f igure be ing represented is 

the l i v i n g character that a lone m a n a g e s to " g i v e sense" to the figura­

t ion (yisi). B u t " l i f e " cannot be ach ieved b y f o r m a l r e s e m b l a n c e — t h e 

f o r m a l resemblance (xingsi) to w h i c h the nude is h i s tor ica l ly at tached. 

Y e t t w o brushstrokes ind icat ing the eyes w o u l d suffice to e v o k e this 

" l i f e " . . . G u K a i z h i , the first great C h i n e s e painter k n o w n to us , 
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w o u l d somet imes w a i t for severa l years before p u t t i n g in the pupi ls 

o f the eyes in a por t ra i t he h a d m a d e . W h e n asked w h y , he repl ied 

that " the e legance o r ugl iness o f the four l i m b s " in fact b o r e n o re la­

t ionship to this tenuous point w h e r e " the spirit is t r a n s m i t t e d . " 

T h e nude calls for contemplat ion o f the ideal , and does not t rans­

mit this d imens ion o f invis ible efficiency, or " sp i r i t . " 

T h e split has o n l y jus t o p e n e d up. B u t f r o m this outs ide a start 

can a l ready be m a d e on encompass ing the nude ; c o m i n g into v i e w 

is a n e w object , all the m o r e fascinat ing to consider because it is to be 

identif ied t h r o u g h its absence: the imposs ib le N u d e . 

A H i s t o r y o f B e i n g 
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Part 2 

THE IMPOSSIBLE N U D E 



S o there is n o t h i n g sel f -evident about the nude. N a k e d n e s s , l ike the 

sense o f shame, is c o m m o n , but the nude is a matter o f c h o i c e — t h e 

same choice that underpins p h i l o s o p h y : for the nude is the " t h i n g 

i t s e l f " — i t is the in-itself, it is the essence. W h i c h i m m e d i a t e l y begs 

the quest ion: in w h a t w a y does the nude represent a certa in bias, p r i o r 

to ph i losophy , in the w a y thought grasps the real and relates to it? 

O n e m i g h t have thought that art and the nude are m e r g e d . F o r the 

nude is as old as art : can it not be traced back to the a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c 

f igur ines and cave d r a w i n g s o f the Stone A g e ? A C y c l a d i c idol f r o m 

almost five thousand years a g o is a l ready a m a z i n g in the concern its 

g e o m e t r i c a l t reatment o f the nude shows for integrat ing e legant ly 

s ty l ized parts o f the b o d y into an overa l l architecture . O r aga in , 

the Female Musicians fresco in the T o m b o f N a k h t at L u x o r depicts 

a g r o u p o f three gir ls f o l l o w i n g one another , w i t h the m i d d l e f igure 

t u r n i n g her head to l o o k b e h i n d in such a w a y as to create a k i n d o f ^ 

transit ion. T w o o f the girls are dressed in w h i t e tunics , but the lute 

p layer in the center is n a k e d , h i g h l i g h t i n g a carnal presence w i t h i n 

the g r o u p w h o s e c h a r m is accentuated b y the fluidity o f the contours . 

A r igorous m o d e l i z a t i o n o f the nude is a l ready s h o w n in the C y c l a d i c 

idols , and the ear ly E g y p t i a n fresco depicts the e legance o f a graceful 

b o d y : w a s there n o need , then, to w a i t for the G r e e k s in order to see 

the e m e r g e n c e o f the nude? 

N o w , face to face w i t h the n u d e , C h i n a does m o r e than j u s t 

s h o w an e x c e p t i o n : not m e r e l y because such an e x c e p t i o n w o u l d be 



m o n u m e n t a l , but espec ia l ly because in the d e v e l o p m e n t o f C h i n e s e 

aesthetics w e can see w h a t resisted the nude to the po int o f r u l i n g out 

the poss ib i l i ty o f its ex i s tence . C h i n a s i m p l y missed it . T h i s b r i n g s up 

the quest ions , w h a t prevented the d e v e l o p m e n t o f the nude in C h i n a , 

and w h a t other poss ib i l i ty p r e v a i l e d to the point o f s h r o u d i n g the 

nude and b l o c k i n g it o f f ent ire ly? O r m o r e rad ica l ly : w h a t , in c u l ­

tura l t e r m s , is a poss ib i l i ty that fails to d e v e l o p , and h o w should it be 

unders tood? T o m e there is n o t h i n g anecdot ic about this quest ion , 

w h i c h cannot e v e n be classified w i t h i n the vast but n o w a d a y s so 

c lear ly m a p p e d out field o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l research. T h e substance 

o f the quest ion is p h i l o s o p h i c a l , and this substance is w h a t I w a n t to 

b r i n g to l ight and e x a m i n e f r o m the start ing po int o f C h i n a and the 

nude . F o r the nude does not o n l y revea l w h a t m i g h t const i tute the 

aesthetic o r i g i n a l i t y o f the C h i n e s e t radi t ion as opposed to o u r o w n 

(precisely because it a l l o w s t h e m to be set face to face), but a lso , in 

m o r e genera l t e r m s , it should enable o u r inves t iga t ion to reach in to 

the a r t i cu la t ion b e t w e e n art and t h o u g h t . O r m o r e exac t ly , to trace 

the a r t i cu la t ion b e t w e e n " a r t " and w h a t is implicit in o u r m o d e s o f 

t h o u g h t , for the nude discloses choices o f the m i n d that h a v e been 

b u r i e d or f o r g o t t e n . A l t h o u g h the nude seemed so c o n v e n t i o n a l as 

to be t e r m e d " a c a d e m i c , " its absence and related i m p o s s i b i l i t y n o w 

suddenly cal l in to quest ion w h a t w e h a v e c o m m o n l y u n d e r s t o o d as 

" r e p r e s e n t a t i o n " — s o c o m m o n l y , in fact, that the w o r d has b e c o m e 

meaning less to us . H o w e v e r , w h a t the nude b r i n g s into focus (and is 

u n v e i l e d i n d i r e c t l y in C h i n a ) restores the s ignif icance o f the t e r m ; 

b y d o i n g so, the nude pers istent ly quest ions o u r t h i n k i n g about 

" f o r m , " " i d e a l , " o r " b e a u t y , " but does so in an impl ic i t w a y and w i t h 

4 2 I 
no poss ib i l i ty o f discuss ion. 

^ II 

F o r m u l a t e d l ike that, in not iona l terms and on a comparat is t basis, 

this w o u l d appear to be a v a l i d i n q u i r y , a l though I have to admit that 

I feel uneasy about v e n t u r i n g into it. 

T o an even greater extent than w i t h m y other queries about C h i ­

nese c iv i l i za t ion (its indirect m o d e o f d iscourse , strategic m a n i p u l a ­

t ion, and so on), this is a subject that I find e x t r e m e l y diff icult to 
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broach w i t h m y C h i n e s e inter locutors . W h e n I have taken the p l u n g e , 

it has v e r y q u i c k l y b e c o m e apparent that even once past the init ia l 

uneasiness (which is l inked to the frequent confus ion b e t w e e n the 

nude and the reverse aspect o f nakedness f r o m w h i c h it proceeds) , the 

matter is g o i n g to be o f no interest to t h e m . B u t then on m y part I find 

I cannot be satisfied w i t h the reasons first a d v a n c e d — s h a m e (or, to 

put it in a m o r e negat ive w a y , the m o r a l i s m o f C h i n e s e tradit ion) , the 

status o f w o m e n in C h i n a , and so o n — i n w h i c h m y inquir ies b e c o m e 

m i r e d . 

It t r u l y is a strange s ituation, and one that leads m e back , o n this 

point at least, f r o m the d r e a m e d - o f ph i losophica l d i a l o g u e to the s o ­

l i l o q u y o f the anthropolog is t in fore ign terr i tory . A t the same t i m e , 

w e cannot fail to observe that because o f the s e l f - c o m m e n t i n g and 

v e r y l i te rary nature o f its cu l ture , C h i n a has been little g i v e n to a n ­

t h r o p o l o g y , w h i c h is n o r m a l l y focused on its distant borders o r its 

minor i t ies such as the H a k k a s or the M i a o s . H e r e , then, is the first 

di f f iculty encountered in m y w o r k , and in this instance it is even e x ­

acerbated: f r o m w i t h i n C h i n e s e c i v i l i z a t i o n — a s also f r o m w i t h i n 

our o w n — t h e r e is n o such issue (a l though C h i n e s e t h o u g h t , l ike ours , 

did submit itself to scrut iny b o t h exp l i c i t l y and in genera l terms). T h e 

o n l y reason that such a quest ion can be raised is that m y o w n e x p e r i ­

ence as b o t h s inologist and ph i losopher enables m e to cross the t w o 

perspect ives , to reflect one b o d y o f thought onto the other and ques ­

t ion each f r o m the standpoint o f the other. T h i s is w h y I feel that I a m 

the o n l y one w h o br ings it up . B o t h s inologist and phi losopher? B u t 

phi losophers have their const i tut ive issues and l ive a m o n g s t their ref­

erences, w h i l e s inologists have their const i tuted elements as they w e r e ^ 

handed d o w n f r o m C h i n a . In F r a n c e , abroad . . . I a m indeed inte l ­

lec tua l ly a lone. 

T h i s reminds m e o f h o w I c a m e to l o o k at the quest ion o f the nude . 

It w a s in the ear ly 1 9 8 0 s and C h i n a , after D e n g X i a o p i n g ' s re turn to 

p o w e r , w a s b e g i n n i n g to " o p e n u p , " as they say. C h i n a w a s o p e n i n g 

up to foreigners (or to their capital) and to a m a r k e t e c o n o m y , and in 

order to m a k e a success o f it the c o u n t r y had to offer sufficiently solid 

and readi ly vis ible guarantees o f a n e w wi l l ingness for exchanges w i t h 

the West . 
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A m o n g other th ings , this m e a n t e x t e n d i n g and m o d e r n i z i n g 

Bei j ing ' s a i r p o r t — e v e n t h o u g h it w a s a l ready the o n l y internat ional 

a i rpor t in C h i n a — a n d nudes w e r e pa inted on one o f the w a l l s o f its 

restaurant. W e r e they real ly nudes? I d o at least recal l ha l f -c lad female 

f igures pa inted in the style o f G a u g u i n . T h e s e w e r e , o f course , w o m ­

en f r o m the southern X i s h u a n g b a n n a " m i n o r i t i e s , " so that the nude 

r e m a i n e d s o m e t h i n g exot i c ; f u r t h e r m o r e , in this C h i n e s e showcase it 

w o u l d be seen a lmost exc lus ive ly b y fore ign passersby, w h i c h intensi­

fied its m a r g i n a l i t y . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , this pa int ing v e r y q u i c k l y b e c a m e a pre tex t for c o n ­

flict at the highest levels o f g o v e r n m e n t , b e t w e e n the fo l lowers o f 

D e n g X i a o p i n g and the conservat ive l ine o f M a o ' s " h e i r apparent . " 

T h e latter, cr i t ical o f the regime's n e w pol ic ies , saw this w o r k as a 

s ign o f the " p o l l u t i n g " influence o f the West , w h i l e D e n g X i a o p i n g 

w e n t to see the pa int ing and is said to have told the j o u r n a l i s t s that " i t 

w o u l d d o . " I saw it once myself , but the n e x t t ime I w a s there it w a s 

covered b y a la rge cur ta in . A f t e r that I never saw the w a l l aga in at al l . 

W h y w e r e they so uncomfor tab le about it? I w o n d e r e d i f this m i g h t 

w a r r a n t fur ther invest igat ion . 

O n e th ing w a s certa in , at least: this touched a s t rangely sensitive 

n e r v e . A n o t h e r th ing seemed l ike ly : the confl ict b e t w e e n , on the one 

hand , this s ign (of ingrat iat ion) conce ived for the benefit o f fo re ign­

e r s — a n d n o accidental choice , either: a n u d e — a n d , on the other , the 

react ion it i m m e d i a t e l y p r o v o k e d , w a s in fact an indicat ion o f u n d e r ­

l y i n g cu l tura l and ideo log ica l issues that w e r e v e r y different f r o m 

those a n n o u n c e d b y the leaders and in the m e d i a , descr ibed as " o p e n -

I ing u p " versus o r t h o d o x y . B o t h sides c lung to the p r e t e x t , w i t h n o 

w i s h to g o into the a r c h a e o l o g y o f the debate. Y e t b e h i n d the off i­

c ia l ly exp lo i ted s y m b o l o f the s t rugg le b e t w e e n t w o l ines o f t h o u g h t , 

one cou ld detect a s y m p t o m w h o s e analysis w a s b e i n g care fu l ly 

avo ided : this n u d e — o r seminude , r a t h e r — w a s an implant , and one 

that cou ld not be absorbed. 

C h i n e s e " t r a d i t i o n " w i l l , o f c o u r s e , r i g h t l y be i n v o k e d here . B u t 

w a i t : h a v e nudes e v e r a c t u a l l y b e e n p a i n t e d o r sculpted in C h i n a ? I n 

the first p lace , w h o has b e e n descr ibed as b e i n g naked? T h e r e is a 

p r o v e r b i a l s t o r y in w h i c h the great Y u v e n t u r e d u n c l o t h e d in to " t h e 
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l and o f n a k e d p e o p l e , " but this w a s g i v e n sole ly as an instance o f his 

e x e m p l a r y ab i l i ty to adapt to w h a t e v e r c i r c u m s t a n c e s he e n c o u n ­

tered. H e r e as e l s e w h e r e , nakedness p r o v o k e s o p p r o b r i u m , e v e n i f 

o n e feels secure against it . M e n c i u s attr ibutes the f o l l o w i n g w o r d s 

to H u i o f L i u x i a , an ancient sage w h o m he often t a x e d w i t h e x c e s ­

sive l a x i t y : " A l t h o u g h y o u stand b y m y side w i t h shoulders b a r e , or 

e v e n w i t h y o u r w h o l e b o d y n a k e d , h o w can y o u defile m e ? " ( H u i o f 

L i u x i a , 2 . A . 9 ) . . . O r a g a i n , on the converse reg is ter o f D a o i s m , 

nakedness can be cons idered the e x t r e m e s ign o f a s lovenl iness asso­

c iated w i t h c reat ive f r e e d o m and genius (the g o o d pa inter o f the 

Zhuangzi strips o f f and m a k e s h i m s e l f c o m f o r t a b l e , n a k e d to the 

w a i s t , be fore g e t t i n g d o w n to w o r k ) . T h e t h i r d - c e n t u r y L i u L i n g , 

one o f the seven characters o f the f a m o u s B a m b o o G r o v e , w a s e v e n 

n o t o r i o u s for h a v i n g taken w h a t w a s g e n e r a l l y seen as an o d i o u s 

f o r m o f e c c e n t r i c i t y to w h a t w a s n o d o u b t a greater e x t r e m e than 

a n y o n e else. I n d e e d , i n d i v i d u a l i s m w a s rare ly asserted so force fu l l y 

in C h i n a as it w a s d u r i n g this p o s t - H a n c e n t u r y , w i t h the col lapse o f 

the e m p i r e and the ensu ing d i s in tegra t ion o f off icial i d e o l o g y ; the 

r e v i v a l o f D a o i s t studies e m e r g e d f r o m these r u i n s , o f f e r ing the f u l ­

fillment o f aspirat ions other than se rv ice to the State . T h e y w e r e 

used to j u s t i f y the sages ' e x e m p t i o n f r o m socia l constra ints . F r o m 

then o n , w i s d o m w o u l d dictate l i v i n g a c c o r d i n g to one's o w n inc l i ­

nat ions ; it w a s the o n l y pa th left . In this v e i n , it is said o f L i u L i n g 

that he pub l i shed o n l y one p o e m in his l i f e t ime . T h i s w a s " I n Pra i se 

o f W i n e , " w h e r e , in contrast w i t h codi f ied va lues and in tota l c o n ­

tempt o f b o t h r i tua l prescr ipt ions and p h i l o s o p h i c a l d iscuss ions , 

w h i c h br ist le w i t h conf l icts , he celebrates the per fect l i g h t h e a r t e d -

ness that can o n l y be at ta ined b y escaping b e y o n d the o v e r c o n s t r i c t -

ed l imi t s o f o u r w o r l d : " H e a v e n and E a r t h are but a m o r n i n g / T h e 

m y r i a d ages n o m o r e than a s ingle ins tant . " A c c o r d i n g to the d e ­

scr ipt ion w e h a v e o f the p o e t , he t rave led in a cart d r a w n b y a stag, 

w i t h a p i tcher o f w i n e in his h a n d and f o l l o w e d b y a m a n w i t h a 

spade, r e a d y to b u r y h i m on the spot as soon as he d ied . " H e treated 

his b o d y as t h o u g h it w e r e ear th or w o o d and f o l l o w e d his o w n 

w h i m s t h r o u g h o u t his l i f e . " T h e chronic le goes on to note that w h e n 

he w a s d r i n k i n g , he w o u l d take o f f his c lothes and r e m a i n n a k e d in 
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h i s r o o m . T o c r i t i c a l v i s i t o r s h e w o u l d u n a b a s h e d l y r e p l y , " I h o l d 

H e a v e n a n d E a r t h t o b e m y h o m e a n d t h i s r o o m m y t r o u s e r s . A n d 

w h a t b u s i n e s s , g e n t l e m e n , d o y o u h a v e i n m y t r o u s e r s ? " 

N o w e v e n t h i s c u r i o u s c h a r a c t e r , d e s p i t e h i s f a m e for h a v i n g t a k ­

e n h i s p e n c h a n t for e m a n c i p a t i o n t o s u c h l e n g t h s as t o e n j o y f l a u n t i n g 

h i s n a k e d n e s s , h a s n e v e r b e e n d e p i c t e d i n t h e n u d e . O n t h e b a s - r e l i e f 

t i les f r o m t h e X i s h a n q i a o t o m b i n N a n j i n g , l i k e h i s f e l l o w Sages o f 

t h e B a m b o o G r o v e h e is p o r t r a y e d w e a r i n g a n i m m e n s e r o b e w h o s e 

a m p l e folds b i l l o w d o w n t o t h e g r o u n d (see i l l u s t r a t i o n a b o v e ) . H o w ­

ever , l i k e t h e o t h e r sages h e is b a r e f o o t , w h i c h is a n e v i d e n t s ign o f 

a n o n c h a l a n t a t t i t u d e t o w a r d w o r l d l y c o n v e n t i o n . I n t r u t h , t h e s e 

p o r t r a i t s a r e a l l e q u i v a l e n t , a n d it is e v e n i m p o s s i b l e t o d i s t i n g u i s h 

b e t w e e n t h e f a m o u s l y h a n d s o m e l o o k s o f X i K a n g a n d t h e u g l i n e s s 

a t t r i b u t e d t o L i u L i n g . T h e f igure ' s m e d i t a t i v e air , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e 
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casual fall o f the d r a p e r y into loose , generous f o l d s — e v e n the slen-

derness o f the tree t runks a r o u n d h i m and the del icate t racery o f the 

branches above his h e a d — h e r e suffice to express the essentials. O r 

rather, they let t h r o u g h — h i n t a t — a " m e a n i n g " w h i c h in this case is a 

state o f m i n d : a sense that this character has shed the w e i g h t o f th ings 

and k n o w s h o w to b e c o m e tota l ly detached f r o m the w o r l d . " P u r e , " 

" c a l m , " " serene , " w i t h d r a w n into himself , he listens o n l y to his inner 

spontanei ty and g ives free rein to the " n a t u r a l " in h i m ; he transcends 

the w o r l d but is transparent to himself , as he is to the f e w people w h o 

understand h i m . H i s subtlety arises f r o m his capaci ty to r e m a i n "nat ­

u r a l , " and therefore his o w n w o r l d — w h i c h is the real w o r l d — i s as 

l ight as air, f reed f r o m phys ica l or m o r a l g rav i ty . I n d e e d , there is n o 

r o o m for stiffness here : the folds o f drapery , his gestures , the fo l iage , 

are all s inuous, y i e l d i n g c u r v e s ; n o t h i n g is j a r r i n g , n o t h i n g is c r o w d ­

ed, dense, or h e a v y — e v e r y t h i n g is f reely spaced; all th ings v a r y and 

echo each other h a r m o n i o u s l y . T h e c o m p l e x t e x t u r e and c o m p a c t ­

ness o f th ings have been cast aside, and m o v e m e n t is all that is left. 

L i fe is at last set loose : instead o f b e i n g presented as an e x a m p l e o f 

m o r a l v i r t u e , as w o u l d have been the case in the p r e c e d i n g era, this 

portra i t " t r a n s m i t s " an inner f r e e d o m f r o m care and g ives access to 

detachment . 

In a n s w e r to this absence o f f igurat ive representation o f the nude 

in C h i n a , one m i g h t point to its erotic nudes , and it is t rue that m a n u ­

als o f erot ic art inc luded i m a g e s v e r y ear ly on . A painter such as Z h o u 

F a n g (circa 8 0 0 ) , reputed for his pa int ings o f court beauties , w a s also 

famous for his depict ions o f b e d r o o m scenes, as w a s Z h a o M e n g f u . 

B u t the nudes pa inted b y Q i u Y i n g in the s ixteenth century , w h i c h 

are the earliest s u r v i v i n g representat ions, c o m e as quite a surprise . S o 

long as the f igures are c lothed, they are graceful and del icately d r a w n : 

as the y o u n g w o m a n rolls the a w n i n g above her she shows a g l i m p s e 

o f the c u r v e o f her a r m ; her lover , b e h i n d her, seizes the o p p o r t u n i t y 

to clasp her a r o u n d the wa i s t . T h e f l o w i n g l ines o f the t w o tunics , 

w h o s e colors mel t into each other and w h o s e folds a lmost i n t e r t w i n e , 

express the c o m p l i c i t y o f their affects (see i l lustrat ion p. 4 8 , top). B u t 

n o w consider one o f the f o l l o w i n g scenes on the same scrol l : the t w o 

naked bodies on the chair l o o k l ike a heap o f sacks (see i l lustrat ion 
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p. 4 8 , b o t t o m ) . N o t o n l y have the f igures lost al l cons is tency but the 

bodies are formless , neither c lear ly s ty l i zed n o r a n a t o m i c a l l y a c c u ­

rate: there is n o m o d e l i n g and the flesh is colorless . T h e speci f ical ly 

sexua l is genera l l y c r u d e l y s h o w n . A m o r e le isure ly l o o k at these i m ­

ages s h o w s that al l the art is appl ied to the s u r r o u n d i n g d e c o r : the 

bodies are flat and coarse ly rendered , w h i l e the erot ic e lement e m a ­

nates f r o m the a tmosphere o f l u x u r y , c a l m , and sensual p leasure c r e ­

ated b y the prec ious objects on the table, the plants , the folds o f the 

cast-aside robes , and the contras t ing co lors . T h e erot ic i sm is subtle , 

suggested b y the detai ls and h i n t e d at obl iquely . In another i m a g e , 

an o u t d o o r scene, it seems to p e r m e a t e the cavernous h o l l o w s o f the 

r o c k and the var ia t ions in the fo l i age , o r even the arabesques o f a 

carpet . O n c e aga in , the n u d e — n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g the de l i cacy o f the 

d r a w i n g — h o l d s n o interest . 

S o m e ear ly indicat ions can b e d r a w n f r o m this , s ta r t ing w i t h the 

fact that in C h i n a the nude n e v e r b e c a m e detached f r o m flesh o r n a ­

kedness as a d is t inct p o s s i b i l i t y and effect in art . In m o d e r n C h i n e s e , 

" p o r n o g r a p h i c " is sti l l s i m p l y t rans lated as " (o f ) n a k e d b o d y " (luoti); 

the semant ic d i s t inc t ion is not f u l l y m a d e . F u r t h e r m o r e , g i v e n that 

in C h i n e s e e r o t i c i s m the b o d y can be dep ic ted n a k e d w i t h o u t this 

m a k i n g it a n u d e , it can be d e d u c e d that there has to be form (testify­

i n g to a self-consistency—but w h a t is the p r i n c i p l e o f it?) for there to 

be a n u d e . In other w o r d s , h u m a n b o d i e s can be a lmost c o m p l e t e l y 

s t r ipped , as in Z h a o M e n g f u ' s p a i n t i n g Horses in the River, w i t h o u t 

their h a v i n g the presence o f a n u d e (see i l lus t rat ion p . 5 0 ) . R e c i p r o ­

cal ly , it is also t r u e that a n u d e can be a n u d e e v e n i f the b o d y is not 

ent i re ly u n c l o t h e d (in p a r t i c u l a r , c o v e r i n g the gen i ta l i a m a k e s n o 

di f ference at al l) . 

W e r e further p r o o f requi red , this pa int ing o f horses also d e m ­

onstrates that even i f the C h i n e s e painter pa id little attention to the 

nude , he w a s nonetheless an admirab le draf tsman. H e is capable o f 

m i n u t e observa t ion : these horses are d r a w n to per fect ion and their 

p r o p o r t i o n s respected w i t h accuracy . C h i n e s e painters en joyed pa int ­

ing horses , and C h i n e s e crit ics often d e v o t e d a section o f their t rea­

tises to t h e m . C o n s i d e r also these insects (see i l lustrations p. 5 1 ) . T h i s 

helps to n a r r o w d o w n o u r i n q u i r y : w h y w a s the h u m a n b o d y in itself 
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o f less interest? T o be sure, neither horses nor insects are n u d e ; w h a t is 

at issue here is indeed that as such: the nude. 

^ € I I I ^ 

C a n one speak o f C h i n e s e " t r a d i t i o n " in such g loba l te rms , though? 

A n d is it not shaped b y its h is tory , l ike a n y other? In other w o r d s , 

w h a t d o w e see i f w e ext ract C h i n a f r o m the f r a m e w o r k o f its m i s p e r -

ce ived " i m m o b i l i t y " and take a closer look? 

T h e d i rec t ion o f its e v o l u t i o n does in fact c o n f i r m o u r content ion 

that w i t h the r e v i v a l o f C h i n e s e art , espec ia l ly p a i n t i n g , representa­

t ion o f the h u m a n f igure g r a d u a l l y lost i m p o r t a n c e . Y e t it w a s i n i ­

t ia l ly cons idered the most dif f icult art ist ic exerc ise , for w h i c h the 

ear ly masters such as G u K a i z h i g a i n e d their r e p u t e — a l t h o u g h t h e y 

v a l u e d h u m a n f igurat ion as a m e a n s for m o r a l a d m o n i t i o n rather 

than for its aesthetic qual i t ies . La te r o n , h o w e v e r , the h u m a n f igure 

w a s ec l ipsed b y landscapes , w i t h the def init ive t u r n i n g po int s i tuat­

ed b e t w e e n the e leventh and th i r teenth centur ies under the S o n g d y ­

nasty (see the role p l a y e d b y Su D o n g p o ) . W h y this loss o f interest? It 

w a s , o f course , due to the fact that landscape p a i n t i n g w a s better 

adapted to w h a t the " l i t e r a t i " pa inters h o p e d to achieve in their a r t : 

w h a t they pa inted o n the n a r r o w surface o f paper or si lk (wal l p a i n t ­

ing w a s i n c r e a s i n g l y left to craftsmen) w a s not a (defined) subject , 

but the w o r l d itself, each t i m e . T h e y r e p r o d u c e d the great w o r k i n g s 

o f the " e m p t y " and the " f u l l , " the c o m p e n e t r a t i o n o f the v is ib le and 

the inv is ib le : their a i m w a s not to " r e p r e s e n t " nature b y i m i t a t i n g it 

or even b y se lect ing parts o f it (the " b e a u t y o f n a t u r e " ) , but to repro-

I duce its ceaseless process . D o w n to the m o s t ins igni f icant b a m b o o 

shoot or s l ight i r idescence o f w a t e r , these artists depicted the c o n ­

t inual advent o f f o r m s e m e r g i n g out o f their o r i g i n a l undi f fe rent i ­

ated p h a s e — t h e y pa inted the " c o s m i c . " T h e i r mer i t , w e are to ld , 

w a s to c a r r y us into the " t r a n s f o r m a t i o n " o f th ings (hud) and to ac ­

c o m p a n y their ac tua l i za t ion w i t h their brushstrokes (see Shitao's 

treatise). T h i s w a s ach ieved b y e x p l o i t i n g the alternate s u c c e s s i o n s — 

o f c o n v e x and c o n c a v e , v e r t i c a l and l e a n i n g , pale and d a r k , dense 

and sparse . . . — w h o s e r h y t h m i c patterns pace the m o v e m e n t s o f the 

brush j u s t as they m o d u l a t e the course o f the w o r l d . T h e whole o f a 
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l andscape , its heights and depths , " m o u n t a i n s and w a t e r , " w h e t h e r 

captured in its essential c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y o r even s imply in the i n d e ­

t e r m i n a t e shape o f a rock , lends i tsel f to this p u r p o s e b e t t e r — b e ­

cause in a m o r e avai lable m a n n e r — t h a n does a h u m a n b o d y , w h i c h 

is d e t e r m i n e d b y the p r o p o r t i o n s o f the l i m b s and w h o s e prescr ibed 

f o r m has to be respected. T h e d e m a r c a t i o n is under l ined b y a classic 

j u d g m e n t : " W i t h regard to B u d d h i s t and D a o i s t figures, to m e n and 

w o m e n and to o x e n and horses , recent t i m e s are in fer ior to the past ; 

but as for landscapes , trees and r o c k s , f lowers and b a m b o o s , b irds 

and fish, the past is in fer ior to the p r e s e n t " ( G u o R u o x u , LB, p . 6 1 ) . 1 

S o m e t h i n g else to be o b s e r v e d in this n o m e n c l a t u r e c lass i fy ing 

p ic tor ia l subjects is that n o w h e r e does " m a n " appear as a separate 

ca tegory . R e l i g i o u s figures, ca l l ing for v e n e r a t i o n , are set apart in 

advance and placed at the head o f the l ist , f o l l o w e d b y " m e n and 

w o m e n " as a co l lect ive t e r m , w h o precede o x e n and horses . T h e h u ­

m a n figure is not s ingled out as dist inct : p a i n t i n g o f the h u m a n s u b ­

j e c t is dispersed under v a r i o u s dif ferent h e a d i n g s , w i t h n o gener ic 

status o f its o w n . T h i s is c o n f i r m e d b y another treatise on p a i n t i n g , 

w h i c h classifies the successive genres o f " D a o i s t s and B u d d h i s t s , " 

"h i s tor i ca l characters , " and " b a r b a r i a n s " (Xuanhe huapu, LB, p . 466) . 

Y e t another treatise ( M i Fu) enumerates , in order : B u d d h i s t subjects 

and narra t ive p a i n t i n g s , landscapes , b a m b o o s , trees, w a t e r and r o c k s ; 

in last p lace c o m e female figures, a long w i t h the statement that " t h e i r 

representat ion m i g h t be enter ta in ing for the gentry, but cannot be 

inc luded a m o n g the p u r e p leasures . " A s g r o u p s , " m e n " and " w o m e n " 

are set at a distance f r o m each other , o r at least they are d is t r ibuted 

accord ing to a x i o l o g i c a l cr i ter ia instead o f be ing m e r g e d into a c o m -

m o n ent i ty (this stil l l ingers in the classical express ion shi-nu-hua, 

des ignat ing the p a i n t i n g o f h u m a n f igures) . 

C h i n e s e treatises on pa int ing even insist on the care w i t h w h i c h 

social classes and histor ica l eras must b e d is t inguished in the treat­

ment o f h u m a n figures; c lo th ing contr ibuted to this , and w a s e v e n 

itself an ostensible s ign o f status and e p o c h , par t i cu lar ly in C h i n a (and 

i. For practical purposes, Chinese references are based on the Zhongguo hualun leibian (ab­
breviated as LB), ed. Yu Jianhua (Hong Kong: Zhonghua shuju, 1973). 
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especia l ly in the past). H o w e v e r , it can be seen that the nude br ings 

about e x a c t l y the opposi te effect: it abstracts " M a n " b y detaching 

h i m f r o m any specific t ime or social condi t ion . T h e nude is u n i t a r -

i an-ega l i t a r i an ; it is a tempora l (Adam) , and even freezes m a n in t i m e 

(see the p leni tude o f the y o u t h f u l fo rms that are the preferred subject 

matter o f the nude). O n one hand , in C h i n a there are be ings , h u m a n 

and the others (ren-wu), w h i c h are encompassed in the same g loba l 

n o t i o n ; on the other stands the nude , a lone and apart . T h i s nude is 

someth ing u n i q u e . F o r thousands o f years the N u d e has been c o n ­

f ront ing the S p h i n x in relentlessly obst inate pursuit o f the a n s w e r to 

the same, u n v a r y i n g quest ion: w h a t is m a n in his generality? A ques ­

t ion that has n e v e r been asked in those terms in C h i n a (which is w h y 

C h i n a d e v e l o p e d a w i s d o m but not a ph i losophy) . T h i s is another w a y 

o f say ing that the nude serves as a concept o f m a n , w h o m it ident i ­

fies in his essence, reducing h i m to a s ingle o rgan ic c o m p o s i t i o n and 

subsuming h i m under a single c o m m u n i t y o f flesh and f o r m . T h e N u d e 

sets m a n apart f r o m the w o r l d and isolates h i m at the same t i m e that it 

outl ines his c o m m o n features—its effect is gener ic . 

O n e m i g h t easi ly have thought the contrary : that b y str ipping m a n 

o f the arti f icial ity o f c lothing , the nude merges h i m w i t h n a t u r e — 

gives h i m back to it, in a w a y . B u t this w o u l d be to ignore the impl ic i t 

dialectics leading up to the N u d e : c l o t h i n g — o r , rather, the m o m e n t 

o f c l o t h i n g — i s w h a t definit ively separates m a n f r o m the a n i m a l k i n g ­

d o m , but b y its re turn to the natural state, the m o m e n t o f the nude 

further accentuates this d ivergence and pushes it to the fore. It calls 

for the emergence o f t w o over lapping planes and m a k e s that o f a pure 

I representation surge out : m a n alone i s — c a n b e — n u d e , and his o w n 

essence appears the m o r e clearly for it, as does his formidable solitude 

w i t h i n Creat ion . Because o f the effect o f consciousness that it impl ies 

(its effect offor-oneself), it is indeed the N u d e , rather than the c loth­

ing , that e m b o d i e s the break b e t w e e n C h i n e s e and Western c i v i l i ­

zat ion. E v e n w h e n faced w i t h the temptat ion o f n a t u r a l i s m — o r 

indeed, w h e n us ing this as a d i s g u i s e — t h e nude is unable to concea l 

the p o w e r f u l process o f abstract ion and separation that it has u n d e r ­

gone since its v e r y o r ig ins . 
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T h e N u d e takes m a n out o f nature and encloses 

h i m in the sol i tude o f his conscious m i n d , as is c lear­

ly s h o w n in Western classical landscape p a i n t i n g , 

w h e r e the nude is never fu l ly integrated into the 

scenery. T h e landscape is m e r e l y a decorat ive back­

d r o p against w h i c h the nude stands o u t — a s in P o u s -

sin, for e x a m p l e . C o n v e r s e l y , C h i n e s e treatises on 

pa int ing emphas ize h o w the (clothed) h u m a n f igure 

should " r e s p o n d " to the landscape and be in c o m ­

pl ic i ty w i t h it , the scenery responding in turn . F i g ­

ure and scenery should " t u r n t o w a r d each other " : 

" I t is as t h o u g h the m a n w e r e l o o k i n g at the m o u n ­

tain and the m o u n t a i n also leaning to l o o k at h i m . " 

O r aga in : " A m a n p l a y i n g the lute should seem to 

be l i s tening to the m o o n , w h i l e the m o o n , in all 

its serenity, should also seem to be l i s tening to the 

l u t e " (The Mustard Seed Garden, Renwu section). In 

other w o r d s , the h u m a n f igure should be pa inted in 

h a r m o n y w i t h the w o r l d , i m m e r s e d and integrated 

into it. The Mustard Seed Garden, w h i c h is a technica l 

treatise, uses this pattern to teach the depict ion o f 

the h u m a n f igure " i n the a u t u m n , in the m o u n t a i n s , 

w a l k i n g w i t h hands clasped b e h i n d his b a c k " (as i n ­

dicated b y the capt ion seen on the r ight ; see inset). 

T h i s indicates that the natura l c o n t e x t — t h e sett ing 

and the s e a s o n — w h i c h is defined be forehand, but 

not actually depicted, is considered inseparable f r o m 

the representat ion o f the f igure itself. O t h e r w i s e , 

the crit ic goes on to say, " the m o u n t a i n is m e r e l y a 

m o u n t a i n and the m a n mere ly a m a n . " A n d i f the 

m o u n t a i n is n o t h i n g but a m o u n t a i n and the m a n 

n o t h i n g but a m a n , then the i n t i m a c y o f their re la­

t ionship falls apart and the c o - o r i g i n a r i t y that the 

painter w a s t r y i n g to t r a c e — w h i c h , indeed , w a s 

the p u r p o s e o f the w o r k — i s lost. 
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T h e N u d e , h o w e v e r , br ings to the fore this " m e r e l y a m a n " ; i s o ­

lat ing m a n f r o m a n y context , it depicts the plenitude o f this nothing 

but—in other w o r d s , his essence. 

^ € IV ^ 

W h a t this idea o f the essence o f m a n bears u p o n , and w h a t the nude 

der ives its se l f -consistency f r o m , is m o r p h o l o g y , w h i c h specifies. A n a ­

t o m i c a l science is k n o w n to have u n d e r g o n e a r e m a r k a b l e d e v e l o p ­

ment in G r e e c e (Galen) , w h e r e a n a t o m y w a s w e l l suited to the G r e e k s ' 

penchant for analys is . N o w in the E u r o p e a n t radi t ion , it is c l a i m e d 

that this k n o w l e d g e is at the basis o f the painter 's art . In his Treatise 

on Painting, L e o n a r d o da V i n c i insists that a painter 's k n o w l e d g e in 

this area c o u l d n e v e r be t o o deta i led : " I n s h o w i n g the m o v e m e n t o f a 

l i m b , the pa inter w h o is fami l ia r w i t h the nature o f the n e r v e s , m u s ­

cles, and tendons w i l l k n o w e x a c t l y h o w m a n y tendons , and w h i c h 

ones , p r o d u c e this m o v e m e n t . H e w i l l k n o w w h i c h musc le thickens 

to cause the tendon to contract , and w h i c h l igaments b e c o m e the th in 

car t i l age that sur rounds and supports that musc le . " L e o n a r d o adds: 

" I n this w a y he w i l l be able to represent the muscles in w a y s b o t h 

diverse and u n i v e r s a l . " T h e t w o f o l d requ i rement o f s imul taneous 

d ivers i ty and u n i v e r s a l i t y is indeed at issue here , for the u n i t y o f a 

l a w shows t h r o u g h beneath the v a r i e t y o f its p h e n o m e n a l mani fes ta ­

t ions. T h e m e t h o d is a scientific one . T o L e o n a r d o , as t h r o u g h o u t the 

w h o l e o f classical pa in t ing in E u r o p e , the h u m a n b o d y is a phys ica l 

b o d y subject to r i g o r o u s pr inciples o f m u s c u l a r tension, ba lance , and 

counterpoise . It is b o t h g o v e r n e d in te rna l l y b y the causal i ty o f forces 

^ I and p e r c e i v e d e x t e r n a l l y a c c o r d i n g to the l aws o f opt ics . It f o l l o w s 

that in order to depict this b o d y , w h i c h he a l w a y s in i t ia l l y considers 

as n a k e d , the pa inter must first d r a w its b luepr int , and us ing it as a 

case s tudy he must dissect the c o m p o s i t i o n o f forces, a n a l y z e m o v e ­

ments in terms o f thrust and t ract ion , eva luate the points o f e x e r t i o n , 

and d e t e r m i n e the b e a r i n g points . A t once g e o m e t r i c i a n and p h y s i ­

cist, he bui lds axes , deduces centers o f g r a v i t y and support , m a k e s his 

calculat ions in terms o f angles , de te rmines p r o p o r t i o n s , and d r a w s 

up equat ions . 
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267. Measurements of the human body and theflexion of limbs. 

The painter must of necessity be familiar with the supporting bones 
and the layer of flesh that sheathes them, as well as the joints that thicken 
or diminish with their flexions and extensions, causing the measurements 
of the arm to be different according to whether it is straight or bent, as at c. 

Between its maximum extension and maximum flexion, the arm increases 
and diminishes by one-eighth of its length. The lengthening or shorten­
ing of the arm is due to the bone that juts out from the elbowjoint, which, 
as can be seen in figure ab, lengthens the distance from shoulder to elbow 
when the angle of the latter is less than a right angle, increasing as this 
angle narrows and decreasing as it widens. The distance between shoulder 
and elbow increases as the elbow angle becomes less than a right angle and 
diminishes as it becomes greater than a right angle. 

268. The proportions of the limbs. 

Every part of the figure of any given animal must be in proportion to 
the whole. This means that a man w h o is short and stout wi l l have limbs 
that are all correspondingly short and stout; should he be tall and thin, his 
limbs wil l be long and slender, while one who is of medium proportions 
wi l l also have limbs of medium size. 

The same applies to plants that have not been damaged by man or the 
wind; when this happens, their youthful growth is renewed on old stems 
and their natural proportions are destroyed. 

r^v, 269. The articulation between the hand and the arm. 

The joint between the hand and the arm decreases in size when the 
hand is closed and enlarges again when it is opened. Between the elbow 
and the hand, the arm does the opposite, because as the hand opens, the 
muscles relax and make the forearm thinner, and when the hand closes, the 
muscles and ligaments retract and thicken as those not caused to stretch by 
the flexion of the hand move away from the bone. 



In C h i n a , the h u m a n b o d y is p e r c e i v e d in quite a dif ferent w a y . 

T h i s is u n d o u b t e d l y one o f the m o s t radica l po ints o f d i v e r g e n c e b e ­

t w e e n C h i n e s e t h o u g h t and o u r o w n (and this di f ference does indeed 

m a k e it appear as " o u r o w n " ) . A n a t o m y has been o f v e r y l i tt le in ter ­

est to the C h i n e s e , w h o h a r d l y e x p l o r e d the field. T h e y p a y less at­

tent ion to the ident i ty and speci f ic i ty o f m o r p h o l o g i c a l c o m p o n e n t s 

(organs, musc les , tendons , l i g a m e n t s , and so on) than to the q u a l i t y 

o f the e x c h a n g e s b e t w e e n " o u t s i d e " and " i n s i d e , " w h i c h ensure the 

v i t a l i t y o f the b o d y as a w h o l e . T h i s e x p l a i n s w h y t h e y see n o p r o b ­

l e m in the u n c l o t h e d b o d y b e i n g s u m m a r i l y represented l ike a sack: 

it is a receptacle p ierced w i t h ori f ices . A s such, h o w e v e r , it is the c o n ­

tainer for inf ini te ly subtle energ ies , w h o s e di f fus ion it is i m p o r t a n t 

to k e e p track of. 

U n d e r s t a n d i n g this w i l l requi re a c h a n g e in o u r habitual m o d e s 

o f thought w i t h regard to p h y s i c s — e v e n before w e start t h i n k i n g 

about the impl icat ions in m e d i c i n e . Instead o f cons ider ing the h u m a n 

b o d y f r o m the standpoint o f its o r g a n i c s t ructure , and then t h i n k i n g 

o f it in m o t i o n accord ing to a c o m p l e x interplay o f calculable forc­

es, the C h i n e s e perce ive it as b e i n g p e r v a d e d b y a n e t w o r k o f pa th­

w a y s for the c i rculat ion o f p h y s i o l o g i c a l energy , w h i c h is mani fested 

t h r o u g h the v a r i o u s pulses. T h e b o d y is not g o v e r n e d b y causal rela­

tions (whose effects are measured in the same spot at different times) 

but , as Western sinologists put it so as to encapsulate the dif ference 

m o r e clearly, b y an " i n d u c t i v e " re lat ionship (Porkert) , b y "corre la t iv -

i t y " and resonance ( N e e d h a m ) , s imultaneous ly l i n k i n g different but 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g points . V e r y ear ly o n , the C h i n e s e had k n o w l e d g e o f 

points on the surface o f the b o d y t h r o u g h w h i c h certa in s y m p t o m s 
5 9 

could be detected and the course o f i l lnesses inf luenced. B y c o n n e c t ­

ing these sensitive po ints , w h i c h are palpable concavit ies on the b o d y 

surface that funct ion as o p e n i n g s for the f low o f e n e r g y (xue: po int 

o f tonif icat ion, o f dispers ion, source po int , m e e t i n g po int , and so 

on), it w a s possible to ident i fy these e n e r g y channels (or " m e r i d i a n s " : 

jingmo), w h i c h , l ike l ines o f force in a m a g n e t i c field, act as vectors to 

c o n v e y e n e r g y t h r o u g h o u t the b o d y a long defined p a t h w a y s (Porkert 

compares this to the w a y a subterranean stream is revea led b y spr ings 
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bubbl ing up t h r o u g h holes in the g r o u n d ) . P h y s i o l o g i c a l disorders 

propagate a long these sinarteries b e t w e e n the inter ior and the surface 

o f the b o d y , and are traced a long the same circuits b y diagnos is and 

therapy (see acupuncture d i a g r a m s , p p . 60 and 62) . 

T h i s c i rculat ion is ent ire ly interna l , and none o f it is apparent in 

the n u d e — n e i t h e r in its shape or v o l u m e , n o r in the smoothness o f 

the skin. B u t w h a t a C h i n e s e artist tends to render in pa int ing a f ig­

ure is prec ise ly these f lows o f invis ible breaths c o n n e c t i n g it w i t h the 

outer w o r l d and a n i m a t i n g it f r o m the inside, because this is w h a t sus­

tains l i fe. T h e undulation o f the c l o t h i n g — o f the sweeps and folds, o f 

the sleeves and o f the gather ings at the w a i s t — i s used to c o n v e y this , 

for the array o f curves created b y the garments is the o n l y p e r c e p ­

tible e x t e r n a l s ign o f the inner n e t w o r k o f the cardinal channels ; as 

the f low o f e n e r g y sweeps t h r o u g h t h e m their v ibra t ion can transmit 

these r h y t h m i c pulsat ions (see i l lustrat ion p . 69). 

T h i s exp la ins the par t i cu lar appreciat ion accorded in C h i n a to a 

f igure painter 's abi l i ty to render w i t h a s ingle , supple, " c u r s i v e " (xing 

bi) s troke the cont inu i ty o f the breath that pervades and animates the 

subject's b o d y (see the tradit ional praise o f W u D a o z i , the great pa int ­

er o f the T a n g dynas ty ) . It is also w h y , w h i l e the nude isolates the b o d y 

w i t h i n its f o r m and v o l u m e , w h e n C h i n e s e pa int ing depicts f igures , 

it focuses on present ing t h e m as in t imate ly b o u n d up w i t h the w o r l d 

a round t h e m : for, l ike the h u m a n b o d y , the entire landscape v ibrates 

w i t h f l o w i n g breaths that p e r v a d e it. T h e exp lanat ion o f the m a n and 

the m o u n t a i n fac ing each other in a rec iprocal " g a z e , " as descr ibed 

earl ier, and the painter 's a i m o f reaching their c o - o r i g i n a r i t y is that , 

l ike the m a n , the m o u n t a i n is also threaded w i t h e n e r g y p a t h w a y s ^ ^ 

(similar to ve ins , jingmo: the same w o r d is applied to the m o u n t a i n as 

to the h u m a n b o d y ) , a long w h i c h the cosmic breath travels (see i l lus­

trat ion p . 63) . T h i s is not m e r e l y the banal "personi f icat ion" o f nature 

c o m m o n l y used as a rhetor ica l d e v i c e : b o t h m a n and m o u n t a i n are 

concret ions o f energy , and the g e o m a n c e r also locates the sensitive 

" p o i n t s " a long these e n e r g y channels on the b o d y o f the m o u n t a i n 

in the same w a y that the acupunctur is t locates t h e m on the surface o f 

the h u m a n b o d y . 
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V 9 ^ 

S o the poss ib i l i ty o f the nude is indeed founded on m o r p h o l o g y ; and 

m o r p h o l o g y s imply betokens " f o r m " (morphe). C o u l d it b e , then, that 

the C h i n e s e and the G r e e k s apprehended it in different w a y s , and the 

u n i t y w e attr ibute to the not ion m a y in fact conceal the poss ibi l i ty o f 

a h idden d i l e m m a ? T o find the answer , w e need to c a r r y o u r invest i -

I 63 

gat ion ups t ream, into the ph i losophica l b a c k g r o u n d . 

W e are o n l y t o o w e l l a w a r e that " f o r m " (eidos) ru led G r e e k thought . 

It w a s even the start ing p o i n t — t o w h i c h w e a l w a y s r e t u r n — o f the 

h i s tory o f ph i losophy . " F o r m , " as an a rchetype , founded and struc­

tured the P latonic w o r l d o f Ideas , any f o r m w i t h i n the sensible r e a l m 

be ing m e r e l y an i m a g e o f the real- inte l l ig ible f o r m (on the sensible 

p lane , the eidos is an eidolon). Ar i s to t le also held that it w a s " f o r m , " 

henceforth associated w i t h matter , that const i tuted real i ty . C o n s i d e r 
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t h e b r o n z e c i r c l e (Met.Z): i ts m a t t e r is b r o n z e , i ts f o r m is t h e c i r c l e . 

B o t h m a t t e r a n d f o r m a re u n g e n e r a t e d , b u t it is f r o m t h e f o r m " d e ­

s i r e d " b y m a t t e r t h a t e v e r y t h i n g r e c e i v e s its d e t e r m i n a c y , o r t h a t 

w h i c h m a k e s i t w h a t it is (its " q u i d d i t y , " as t h e Scho la s t i c s p u t i t ) : 

f o r m is w h a t g i v e s e v e r y t h i n g its e s sence . 

O r a g a i n : " F o r e v e r y t h i n g , f o r m is t h e cause o f its b e i n g " ( P l o t i -

nus ) ; " E v e r y e x i s t e n t is a b e i n g w i t h f o r m " ( P o r p h y r y ) . Esse cumforma, 

t h e L a t i n a u t h o r s w o u l d a lso say . . . I t h a s t o b e a d m i t t e d t h a t w e a r e 

so a c c u s t o m e d t o t h e s e f o r m u l a e t h a t w e n o l o n g e r n o t i c e t h e m — w e 

h a v e g r o w n i n s e n s i t i v e t o t h e i r s t r a n g e n e s s . Y e t t h e y a r e t h e basis o f 

t h e s u r p r i s i n g success o f o n t o l o g y . B e i n g " a n d " f o r m : b e i n g is f o r m . 

W e o w e t o P l o t i n u s , a n d h i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f A r i s t o t l e a n d P l a t o , t h e 

c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e r ea l as h i e r a r c h i c a l l y o r d e r e d b y t h i s r e l a t i o n b e ­

t w e e n f o r m a n d m a t t e r — w h e r e F o r m t a k e s p r e c e d e n c e o v e r m a t t e r . 

F o r m is a c t i v e , l u m i n o u s , e t e r n a l : it is t h e n o r m a n d t h e g o o d ; m a t t e r 

is pass ive , r e c a l c i t r a n t , a n d d a r k , a n d it is so w e l l c o n c e a l e d b e n e a t h 

r ea l i t y ' s l a y e r e d s t r a t a o f f o r m s t h a t it " b e c o m e s d i f f icu l t t o d i s c o v e r . " 
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F o r in e v e r y s t ra tum o f the real , f o r m is b o t h i n f o r m e d b y the u n i t y 

f r o m w h i c h it proceeds , and, as the rat ional pr inc ip le (logos), it i n f o r m s 

the matter that is subjected to it. T h e t r i u m p h o f F o r m , f u r t h e r m o r e , 

w a s not conf ined to G r e e c e . Saint A u g u s t i n e t o o k this genera l onto l ­

o g y and used it as a g r o u n d i n g for his t h e o l o g y : sensible f o r m is i n ­

ferior to intel l ig ible f o r m , and the latter, w h i c h is mutable w i t h i n the 

h u m a n m i n d , necessar i ly depends on an i m m u t a b l e F o r m that is the 

Forma dei, or the " f o r m " o f G o d . H e n c e , M o s e s l o n g e d to see the f o r m 

o f G o d , the p r i m a r y F o r m , w h i c h is n o n e other than the W o r d , the 

d i v i n e Inte l l igence in w h i c h the forms o f all creatures are conta ined : 

in other w o r d s , Ideas. 

F o r form, P lot inus uses t w o w o r d s in conjunct ion w i t h each other , 

and often even goes so far as to suggest that they can be s y n o n y m o u s : 

eidos, w h i c h is the i d e a - f o r m — i n t e l l i g i b l e f o r m , w i t h onto log ica l 

status, and morphe, w h i c h designates the contour that c i rcumscr ibes 

matter (the out l ine that describes an ind iv idua l f o r m or completes a 

co lored surface, and so on . See Enneads, 1 . 6 , w h e r e morphe, eidos, and 

logos are al l equiva lent) . A s imi la r a m b i g u i t y is to be f o u n d in the 

l a n g u a g e o f Saint A u g u s t i n e : forma is used to m e a n (1) the m o d e l 

f o r m (Inte l l igence, the D i v i n e W o r d ) , (2) the ex terna l f o r m that is the 

contour , and also (3) f o r m perce ived as the source o f beauty . T h i s 

should also be read the opposi te w a y a r o u n d : beneath the "p las t ic , " 

v is ible f o r m , w e keep sensing the i n f o r m i n g , onto log ica l , m o d e l 

f o r m . N o w it is out o f this v e r y ambiva lence that the poss ib i l i ty o f the 

nude is c o n c e i v e d : the N u d e is the e m b o d i m e n t o f o u r quest for the 

m o d e l , a r c h e t y p a l , " p r i m a r y f o r m " to be reached t h r o u g h the sensi­

ble f o r m . F o r the nude is not jus t one f o r m a m o n g others : it is the f o r m ^ ^ 

par exce l lence (the N u d e ) . It is the essential f o r m that appears w i t h i n 

the sensible, j u s t as, in reverse , it is the sensible f o r m re jo in ing the 

idea- form. In fact, t h r o u g h the N u d e w e have tr ied unceas ing ly to 

find a hypostas is o f F o r m . T h e Z e u s (Poseidon) at the A r t e m i s i o n (see 

i l lustrat ion p . 66) is a case in po int . A n d it is even the N u d e w h i c h , 

because it is the most s e n s i b l e — i m m e d i a t e to the senses, u n c o v e r e d : 

laid b a r e — b r i n g s the t w o poles o f plastic f o r m (modeled rel ief and 

contour) and i d e a - f o r m most d i rect ly into c o m m u n i c a t i o n , w i t h i n i t ­

self. T h e plastic f o r m uncovers the idea- form, and the last ve i l f inal ly 
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falls a w a y ; the i d e a - f o r m ennobles the plastic f o r m : w e are in the v e r y 

presence o f the Idea, o f the m o d e l and a r c h e t y p e . H e n c e the e levat ing 

tension o f the nude : the tension is i m p a r t e d b y o u r metaphys ica l d u a l ­

i sm. It g ives rise to the transcendence s u m m o n e d up b y the n u d e — 

the v e r t i g o o f the e x t r e m e to w h i c h it leads: o u r a w e d a m a z e m e n t 

(thambos) at the nude (the ecstasy). A t the same t i m e , it melts (dissolves/ 

resolves) this dua l i sm into the sole u n m e d i a t e d poss ib i l i ty o f p e r c e p ­

t i o n — t h a t w h i c h is laid bare: this exp la ins the characterist ic sense o f 

satisfaction, concurrent and sooth ing , that w e e x p e r i e n c e w h e n w e 

l o o k at the nude . 

It seems to m e that H e i d e g g e r states the real quest ion in this 

respect in one o f the rare m a r g i n notes to his Sein und Zeit. T h e 

G r e e k s , he says, t u r n e d a w a y f r o m the p r a g m a t i c nature o f the 

pragmata, the o r d i n a r y objects o f o u r c o n c e r n , those w e ac tua l l y 

deal w i t h , b y q u a l i f y i n g t h e m f r o m the outset as " p u r e and s imple 

t h i n g s , " o n a theoret ica l l eve l ; that is the t u r n i n g - p o i n t at w h i c h 

G r e e c e , and p h i l o s o p h y w i t h i t , shifted into metaphys ics . O n one 

h a n d , there is eidos and morphe w i t h n o dis t inct ion b e t w e e n t h e m 

and , on the other , mat te r (ule). " A n d w h a t i f " (but w h a t i f ) , H e i ­

d e g g e r asks, morphe, the c o n t o u r - f o r m , is not eidos, not the i d e a - f o r m 

at all? T h i s raises another poss ib i l i ty for t h o u g h t , and a dif ferent 

trai l e m e r g e s — w h i c h C h i n a w i l l o p e n up for us b y a p p r o a c h i n g the 

p h e n o m e n o n o f " f o r m " f r o m a c o m p l e t e l y different perspec t ive that 

turns o u r backs to the nude . 

Indeed , C h i n a d id not conce ive o f a n y intel l ig ible f o r m b e y o n d 

the r e a l m o f the sensible, n o r a n y i m m u t a b l e f o r m that is an essence. 

In short , there is n o such th ing as metaphys ics in ancient ( p r e - B u d -
6 7 

dhist) C h i n a . B u t w h a t does this m e a n in positive terms? W e shall 

have to create a deep upheava l in o u r habitus in order to t h i n k this 

t h r o u g h . In C h i n a , the real is not conce ived in terms o f be ing , but 

as processes (whose constancy lies in their regula ted character , and 

w h i c h , taken g loba l ly , const i tute the course o f H e a v e n , or the dao— 

the " w a y " ) , so that the C h i n e s e t e r m w h i c h w e translate as " f o r m " 

(the not ion o f xing) designates an o n g o i n g actual izat ion o f cosmic 

energy-breath (the not ion o f " m a t t e r " is not found in C h i n a , any m o r e 

than is the not ion o f a rchetypa l " f o r m " ) . W h a t is ind iv iduated " takes 
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f o r m " b y e m e r g i n g f r o m the undif ferentiated phase o f the formless 

(the wu stage), and is dest ined to re turn to it. F o r m is a formation: the 

t e r m can also take o n a verba l funct ion (see W a n g B i ' s c o m m e n t a r y 

on the Laozi, § 1 ) . B i r t h is the transit ion f r o m " n o n - f o r m " to " f o r m " 

and death, f r o m " f o r m " to " n o n - f o r m " (see Zhuangzi, chap. 2 2 ) . 

" C h a n g e , " the Zhuangzi also says (chap. 1 8 ) , " b r i n g s about e n e r g y -

breath; as this changes , it br ings about [that w h i c h has] f o r m ; and 

as this changes ye t aga in it br ings about l i fe" ; consequently , since 

e v e r y t h i n g is subject to trans-formation, w i s e is he w h o " d o e s not take 

his stand on that w h i c h has f o r m " (chap. 1 7 ) . W h i l e the G r e e k f o r m 

is b y pr inc ip le i m p e r v i o u s to change , the equiva lent C h i n e s e not ion 

is never m o r e than a p h a s e — c o h e r e n t as such (China is not haunted 

b y m o b i l i s m ) — i n the great process o f th ings (even in m e d i c i n e , the 

h u m a n b o d y w a s conce ived in terms o f phases s imi lar to those o c ­

c u r r i n g in nature) . A n o t h e r essential di f ference to w h i c h w e shall 

also keep r e f e r r i n g — i t is not difficult to conce ive , but it is hard to 

i n t e g r a t e — i s related to the fact that C h i n e s e thought , u n l i k e G r e e k , 

m a k e s n o sharp d iv i s ion b e t w e e n the vis ible and the invis ible (alias 

the sensible and the inte l l ig ib le , the latter be ing the " p r i n c i p l e " and 

" c a u s e " o f the former , arche, aitia). In C h i n a , attention is focused en­

tirely on the transit ional stage b e t w e e n the one and the other : either 

the " t e n u o u s " (jing) o r " s u b t l e " (wei) stage in w h i c h concret ion is b a r e ­

ly e m e r g i n g and b e c o m i n g ac tua l ized , or else, on the contrary , the 

stage w h e r e it has b e c o m e so refined that it reaches into the spir i tual 

(the not ion ofjing-shen). H e r e aga in , the transition is the p r e d o m i n a n t 

issue: c o n t r a r y to the G r e e k w o r l d o f separate, fixed, and c lear-cut 

^ I f o r m — t h e w o r l d o f h e g e m o n i c F o r m — C h i n a ' s attention bears u p o n 

the discreet and the cont inuous . 

T h e s e undef ined areas o f transition are also g i v e n their ful l v a l u e 

in the C h i n e s e arts . Instead o f p e r c e i v i n g inv is ib le , o t h e r w o r l d l y 

h a r m o n i e s in the sounds p r o d u c e d (see P lot inus : " M u s i c a l h a r m o n i e s 

impercept ib le to the senses create the sensible h a r m o n i e s " ) , C h i n e s e 

music is attent ive to the h a r m o n i c capac i ty o f a p a r e d - d o w n sound 

(the m o r e the sound is pared d o w n , the greater this capac i ty is). A s 

the Laozi says (§41) , there is "g rea t s o n o r i t y (in) l ittle s o u n d " : a f e w 

notes p l a y e d on the lute are e n o u g h for us to hear the si lence they w i l l 

P A R T I I 





fall back into . It also b e c o m e s clear w h y , rather than represent ing the 

h u m a n b o d y — w h i c h , l ike the nude , stands out i m m o b i l e and needs 

f loat ing g a r m e n t s a r o u n d it in order to i m p a r t m o v e m e n t (see i l lus ­

trat ion p . 6 9 ) — C h i n e s e pa int ing prefers to depict m o u n t a i n peaks 

g l i m p s e d a m o n g the clouds or a b a m b o o stalk that apport ions the 

c o m p e n e t r a t i o n o f the e m p t y and the ful l . In C h i n a , w h a t is pa inted 

is not fixed f o r m , but the w o r l d in the process o f a c q u i r i n g f o r m or 

resorb ing in to its undi f ferent iated mass . C h i n e s e p a i n t i n g takes us 

to the root o f the v is ib le in order to find the inv is ib le , instead o f c o n ­

c e i v i n g the invis ib le as be ing on a dif ferent plane and o f a different 

nature . It is this e m e r g e n c e ( immergence) between the stages o f h a v i n g 

and not h a v i n g f o r m that is depicted : close by , the evanescent fo rms 

o f r o c k s — i n the distance, the r i v e r b a n k fades a w a y into a v a g u e 

h o r i z o n . . . 

V I ^ 

I fear I m a y have been a little hasty in b r i n g i n g C h i n a and G r e e c e into 

such a h e a d - o n confrontat ion : I m i g h t have let the need to construct 

the c o m p a r i s o n d r a w m e into general i t ies on b o t h sides (which are a l ­

w a y s v a l i d to some extent , but are perhaps t o o soon taken for granted 

or their m e a n i n g is o u t w o r n ) . W h a t I rea l ly e x p e c t e d f r o m address­

ing the quest ion o f the nude (of the condit ions for its possibi l i ty) w a s 

t h a t — t h e issue h a v i n g b e c o m e u n a v o i d a b l e — w e w o u l d be forced 

a w a y f r o m the codi f ied formulat ions that n o l o n g e r serve thought . I 

e x p e c t e d that its i n c o n g r u i t y w o u l d p r o v o k e a d is turbance ; so let us 

not abandon it t o o q u i c k l y to an established discourse. W e w o u l d be 

I w e l l adv ised to take o u r t ime and let the quest ion keep its strangeness 

b y g o i n g further back and l o o k i n g at it f r o m this angle , for e x a m p l e : 

w h y did l iterati pa in t ing in C h i n a finally prefer to depict a b a m b o o 

stalk, or a r o c k , rather than the h u m a n figure? 

A m a n — a r o c k : a s trange contrapos i t ion . . . F o r is there any w a y 

to c o m p a r e them? T h e C h i n e s e cr it ic appears to t h i n k so, since he 

starts f r o m the pr inc ip le that p a i n t i n g a rock is jus t as d e m a n d i n g as 

pa int ing a h u m a n b o d y . N o t because he considers the h u m a n b o d y 

i m m o b i l e , but because he considers the r o c k a l ive . T h e Mustard Seed 
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Garden beg ins w i t h this: " W h e n cons ider ing a h u m a n b o d y , attention 

should be g i v e n to the energy-brea th (qi) as w e l l as to the ossature. 

N o w , rocks are the ossature o f H e a v e n and E a r t h , w h i c h are l i k e w i s e 

p e r m e a t e d b y energy-breath . T h i s is w h y rocks are cal led ' C l o u d -

roots . ' R o c k s d e v o i d o f energy -brea th are dead rocks (petrified) in 

e x a c t l y the same w a y that the ossature o f a h u m a n b o d y w i t h o u t the 

energy-breath is dead (sclerosed)." 

T h i s means that it is n o m o r e poss ible to pa int rocks that are not 

e n d o w e d w i t h breath than it is in the case o f the h u m a n b o d y . B u t 

w h a t e x a c t l y does p a i n t i n g rocks endowed with breath i m p l y ? T h e 

treatise answers that it means seek ing the e n e r g y - b r e a t h " w i t h i n 

that w h i c h cannot be a p p r e h e n d e d . " T h e express ion designates w h a t 

is too tenuous , t o o subtle, to be percept ib le ( "apprehensible") , and 

indicates that the painter 's task is to o p e n up the r o c k to its inner , 

inv is ib le d i m e n s i o n so that w i t h i n the stone the phys ica l and the m a ­

teria l can decant and e x p a n d unt i l they let t h r o u g h the f low o f c o s m i c 

e n e r g y that causes it to ex is t . " C l o u d - r o o t s , " the rocks are ca l led : the 

express ion is not used m e r e l y as a n i c e t y o f style and should not be 

taken as a " p o e t i c " embe l l i shment . It states the t ru th : rocks are not 

o f a dif ferent nature f r o m c louds ; their concre t ion is m e r e l y denser 

and m o r e sol id , so that a n y o n e w h o w a n t s to depict t h e m must a b o v e 

all p r e s e r v e the a n i m a t e , " l i v i n g " character that m a k e s t h e m , l ike al l 

the rest o f na ture , par t o f the real as an o n g o i n g process . W e h a v e a l ­

ready seen h o w this is a c h i e v e d : a l l that needs to be d o n e is to revea l 

in the mass o f the r o c k or the m o u n t a i n the l ines o f force (notion o f 

shi) that r u n t h r o u g h its conf igura t ion and channel the flow o f c o s ­

m i c energy , j u s t as the energet ic p a t h w a y s in the h u m a n b o d y d o . ^ 

B u t this is still o n l y the start o f the quest ion. W e w e r e t a l k i n g 

about preference: w h y depict a r o c k rather than a h u m a n b o d y ? A great 

scholar o f the S o n g d y n a s t y (Su D o n g p o ) sheds l ight on this w i t h the 

f o l l o w i n g c o m p a r i s o n : " M e n , an imal s , palaces and even tools all 

have a constant f o r m ; on the other h a n d , m o u n t a i n s , rocks , b a m b o o s , 

trees, w a v e s or mist have n o constant f o r m but nonetheless possess 

an internal coherence that is constant " (LB, p . 47) . In the t w o sets o f 

p ictor ia l subjects, " m a n " comes under the same head ing as defined 
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objects (house, c rockery , and so on), whereas rocks b e l o n g to the 

other c a t e g o r y a long w i t h mist or w a v e s . N o w these t w o categor ies 

are not o f equal v a l u e : " I f a constant f o r m is not per fect ly rendered , 

it is o b v i o u s to e v e r y o n e ; but i f the constant coherence is deficient, it 

m a y even escape the not ice o f s h r e w d observers . " H e n c e , " T h o s e w h o 

seek to dece ive and to steal u n d e s e r v e d r e n o w n invar iab ly choose [as 

their subject] those things that d o not have constant f o r m . " S ince , 

in itself, a r o c k does not i m p o s e a n y d e t e r m i n e d f o r m , it m i g h t be 

thought that any f o r m could serve to express the inner o r g a n i z i n g 

pr inc ip le c o m m o n to all rocks . T h e di f f iculty appears to be less great , 

g i v e n that " w h i l e in depict ing the h u m a n f igure , the slightest e r ror is 

apparent to a l l " — s i n c e e v e r y o n e k n o w s the prescr ibed f o r m o f the 

h u m a n b o d y , on the contrary , " inadequac ies in the depict ion o f the 

internal c o h e r e n c e " are far m o r e diff icult to detect . T h e cost o f this , 

h o w e v e r , is in inverse p r o p o r t i o n : an error w i t h regard to a constant 

f o r m , such as that o f m a n , is conf ined to that f o r m and does not 

adversely affect the w o r k as a w h o l e , w h e r e a s a fault c o n c e r n i n g the 

internal coherence o f a r o c k , or w a v e s , entails complete fa i lure. F r o m 

this it is easy to deduce w h e r e the scholar's preference w o u l d l ie : c o n ­

stant f o r m can be successful ly achieved b y m e r e craftsmen, but as far 

as the cons tancy o f internal coherence is concerned , even the greatest 

talents are susceptible to error . 

A s far as the h u m a n b o d y is c o n c e r n e d , the scholar tells us , al l 

the artist has to d o is to reproduce the same, prescr ibed f o r m : the 

elements that c o m p o s e the face, the torso , the l i m b s , and so for th . 

B u t for a r o c k or c louds , all fo rms are poss ible , so l o n g as an interna l 

coherence i m p a r t e d to this r o c k or to that c loud m a k e s this c loud or 

7 2 I 
that r o c k e f fect ive ly possible . B e c a u s e it does not v a r y , this interna l 

coherence is w h a t m a k e s a r o c k a r o c k , or r a t h e r — n o t to slip back 

into the v o c a b u l a r y o f e s s e n c e — i t is w h a t m a k e s a r o c k " s e r v e " as 

a r o c k , " c o u n t " as a r o c k : p r o d u c e s (pictor ia l ly) the effect o f a rock . 

W h a t is translated here as " i n t e r n a l c o h e r e n c e " is the card ina l n o ­

t ion in classical C h i n e s e t h o u g h t (the n o t i o n o f li) and goes h a n d in 

hand w i t h the n o t i o n o f e n e r g y - b r e a t h (qi) in the same w a y that w e 

k n o w the G r e e k i d e a - F o r m goes h a n d in h a n d w i t h mat ter (eidos/ 
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ule). W h e r e , then, does the dif ference lie? B o t h i l l u m i n a t e b y their 

inte l l ig ib i l i ty , but one f r o m the standpoint o f be ing (essence), and the 

other f r o m that o f processes . T h e G r e e k s ' i d e a - F o r m be longs to quite 

a different order o f rea l i ty f r o m mat te r and, s e r v i n g as a m o d e l for 

it, i n f o r m s mat ter f r o m this Outs ide that transcends it , w h e r e a s the 

C h i n e s e pr inc ip le o f internal coherence is inseparable f r o m the e n ­

e r g y it o r g a n i z e s . T h e energy ' s constancy h inges on this r e g u l a t i n g 

capacity , w h i c h enables it to b e c o m e actua l ized b y " t a k i n g s h a p e " in 

a v iab le m a n n e r (see the C h i n e s e t h e m a t i s m o f the " w a y " ) . C o n s e ­

quently , to the C h i n e s e painter , dep ic t ing a r o c k is a mat ter not o f 

represent ing it b y i m i t a t i n g its f o r m , but o f seeking out the energet ic 

( "v i ta l " ) pr inc ip le that causes a r o c k to d e p l o y into a rock . W h a t the 

painter reproduces is the log ic inherent in this process (the "that b y 

w h i c h it is s u c h " is the classic C h i n e s e express ion) : m a k i n g it take 

s h a p e — t h o u g h " m a k i n g " is o v e r l y i m p e r a t i v e , and it w o u l d be m o r e 

accurate to say " a l l o w i n g " it to take s h a p e — i n accordance w i t h the 

pr inc ip le o f coherence , w h i c h w i l l ensure that w h a t e v e r f o r m the 

representat ion e v e n t u a l l y takes , it w i l l effectively be that o f a rock . 

T h e nude is not m e r e l y u n i - f o r m — a g loba l l y identical and there­

fore f ixed f o r m , a l l o w i n g no real l e e w a y for i m p r o v i s a t i o n . It is also 

a f o r m that is circumscribed and hence dist inct , perce ived in a c lear-cut 

w a y — e v e n w h e n it has the ir idescent q u a l i t y i m p a r t e d b y the sensu­

al i ty o f the flesh, as in a R e n o i r pa int ing . B y b e i n g enve loped w i t h i n 

its f o r m , the nude stands out . In this it satisfied per fect ly the G r e e k s ' 

l i k i n g for b o u n d a r i e s , w h i c h g i v e F o r m its i n f o r m i n g p o w e r (see the 

corre lat ion b e t w e e n horos and eidos in G r e e k ) : f o r m is the " e n v e l o p ­

ing b o u n d a r y , " and b e a u t y is a demarcat ion (determination) b y f o r m . 
74 | 

Forma designates at once the b e a u t y o f a t h i n g and the l imi t that dif­

ferentiates it f r o m a n y other b y the c o n t o u r that c i rcumscr ibes its 

matter . Formata et distincta, says Saint A u g u s t i n e o f b e a u t y : b e a u t y 

appears w h e n the f l o w i n g in - fmi tude o f matter is i m m o b i l i z e d b y 

its f o r m , w h i c h unifies it and thereby w i t h d r a w s it definitively f r o m 

confusion. C o n s e q u e n t l y , even i f it w e r e n o longer inhabited b y its 

i n f o r m i n g v i r t u e o f essence and o f a rchetype (the v i r t u e attached b y 

o n t o l o g y to the eidos), f r o m a p u r e l y aesthetic standpoint f o r m w o u l d 

still p reva i l , because o f its p o w e r to de l imit and dis t inguish (see the 
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t h o u g h t o f schema f o r m as e x t e r n a l f o r m , i n t h e r i v a l t r a d i t i o n o f t h e 

Stoics) . T h e n u d e is p r e c i s e l y t h i s f o r m p a r e x c e l l e n c e w h o s e c o n t o u r 

d e t a c h e s it f r o m t h e w o r l d a n d r e se t t l e s it i n itself: e v e n w h e n t h e 

n u d e is los t a m o n g t h e s h a d o w s o f m y t h o l o g i c a l scenes , it is s t i l l t h e 

m o s t a c h i e v e d a n d d i s t i n c t f o r m . Formata et distincta c a n t r u l y b e said 

o f t h e b e a u t y t h a t is p r o p e r a b o v e al l else t o t h e n u d e . 

N o w , w h a t d o e s C h i n e s e t h e o r y h a v e t o say a b o u t p a i n t i n g ? " I t 

is e a sy t o p a i n t t h e m o u n t a i n i n t h e r a i n o r t h e m o u n t a i n u n d e r c lea r 

sk ies . B u t w h e n f ine w e a t h e r is t u r n i n g t o r a i n , o r w h e n t h e s u n 

b e g i n s t o s h i n e a g a i n t h r o u g h t h e r a i n ; t o t a k e she l t e r o n e e v e n i n g 

s u r r o u n d e d b y m i s t a n d fog . . ., w h e n al l t h e l a n d s c a p e is los t i n c o n ­

fus ion , e m e r g i n g — i m m e r g i n g b e t w e e n w h a t t h e r e is a n d w h a t t h e r e 

is n o t : t h a t is w h a t is d i f f icu l t t o p a i n t " ( Q i a n W e n s h i , LB, p . 84) . N o t 

a d e f i n i t e , c l e a r - c u t s t a t e o f t h i n g s , b u t t h e m o m e n t o f c h a n g e f r o m 

o n e s t a te t o a n o t h e r , between t h e o p p o s i t e a c t u a l i z i n g a n d u n d i f f e r e n ­

t i a t e d s t age s : C h i n e s e p a i n t i n g s h o w s t h e £raws- format ion f r o m o n e t o 

t h e o t h e r , c a p t u r e s t h e effect o f v a g u e h a z i n e s s — t h e u n d e c i d e d n e s s 

(huang hu, as i t is sa id i n t h e Laozi, § 1 4 ) — t h a t g o e s h a n d i n h a n d w i t h 

c h a n g e . B u t e v e r y t h i n g is a l w a y s i n t h e p r o c e s s o f c h a n g e . W h e r e a s 

G r e e k t h o u g h t a t t r i b u t e s g r e a t e r v a l u e t o t h e f o r m e d a n d t h e d i s t i n c t , 

w h i c h g a v e r i se t o t h e c u l t o f d e f i n i t i v e F o r m e x e m p l i f i e d b y t h e 

The Impossible N u d e 





N u d e , C h i n a t h i n k s — a n d p a i n t s — t h e transit ional and the indic ia l 

(in the m o d e s o f the " subt le , " the " t e n u o u s , " the " i n d i s t i n c t " ) . It is in 

this that C h i n e s e thought is inva luab le , for G r e e k t h o u g h t , based on 

the pr inc ip le o f contradict ion and in w h i c h c lar i ty is a l l - impor tant 

(Descartes aga in : clear and dist inct ideas . . . ), has left us s trangely 

u n e q u i p p e d to t h i n k (depict) the indistinctness o f transit ion. 

T h i s exp la ins w h y the representat ion o f b a m b o o s , rocks , w a v e s , 

and mists has taken precedence in C h i n a , and not the depict ion o f 

the nude. C o n s i d e r these three i l lustrat ions o f rocks . T h e Mustard 

Seed technical treatise (1) g ives a schoo lbook lesson on h o w rocks can 

take m y r i a d forms w h i l e re ta in ing in each instance the consis tency o f 

rocks (see i l lustrat ion p. 73 ) . A s for Su D o n g p o ' s pa in t ing o f a " s t range 

r o c k " (2), it g ives a g l impse o f the " i n t e r n a l c o h e r e n c e " that imparts 

a d y n a m i c qua l i ty to the mass o f the r o c k b y ro l l ing it in u p o n itself, 

in the opposi te d i rect ion f r o m the m o v e m e n t o f the tree t r u n k beside 

it, m a k i n g it share in the life o f th ings (see i l lustrat ion p . 75) . F ina l ly , 

N i Zan ' s "e legant r o c k " (3), set against a b a c k g r o u n d o f b a m b o o s and 

sterculias, remains b lurred , v a g u e l y def ined, indist inct . T h e mass o f 

concentrated e n e r g y is not c i r c u m s c r i b e d w i t h i n the f o r m o f the rock 

(the b lurred i n k w o r k contr ibutes to this impress ion) , and its " f o r m , " 

w h i c h w i t h o u t be ing comple te ly ind iv iduated is not inconsistent 

either, contains all f o r m s — o r rather, it excludes n o n e (see i l lustra­

t ion p. 76). A l l o f this calls back to m i n d the Laozi (§41) : " T h e great 

square has n o corners , " " T h e great i m a g e has no f o r m . " T h i s r o c k is 

at once v i r t u a l and real , and its rea l i ty excludes n o other possibi l i t ies : 

it is caught in suspense b e t w e e n the " there i s " and the " there is n o t , " 

f o r m i n g / d e - f o r m i n g — " a l i v e " — b u t not f o r m e d . 

I 77 
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T o p r o b e m o r e deep ly into w h a t ties the nude to a f ixed f o r m and 

m a k e s it a def init ive f o r m , let us g o back to w h a t is at the start o f the 

nude : w h a t m a k e s a nude is the pose. Pose or counterpose : w e k n o w 

that w i t h regard to the s tanding nude , a w h o l e art d e v e l o p e d a r o u n d 

the di f ference b e t w e e n the s u p p o r t i n g leg and the rest ing leg , w h i c h 

creates a d i s e q u i l i b r i u m w h o s e subtle compensat ion g ives the f igure 
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its m o m e n t u m . H o w e v e r , act ion and m o v e m e n t themselves w e r e 

t rad i t iona l ly rendered b y a succession o f poses , each o f w h i c h had 

to be m a i n t a i n e d in strict i m m o b i l i t y . T h e m e t h o d is indeed p o n ­

derous , and so w e r e the parapherna l ia : w e are even told that in the 

academies o f the Class ica l age , w o o d e n staffs w e r e used for support , 

and ropes and straps w e r e h u n g f r o m the ce i l ing to help the m o d e l to 

hold the pose . It w a s not unt i l the m i d - n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y that these 

e x h a u s t i n g sessions b e g a n to be replaced b y poses that w e r e c h a n g e d 

at in terva l s , and R o d i n is supposed to have been the first to a l l o w his 

mode l s to choose their o w n pos i t ions . 

P h o t o g r a p h y shows this even m o r e c lear ly : for there to be a nude , 

there has to be i m m o b i l i z a t i o n . C i n e m a proves that so l o n g as a b o d y 

is in m o t i o n , it is imposs ible for it to be constituted into a N u d e : w h e t h ­

er shameful or p r o v o c a t i v e , it remains s imply a naked b o d y . 

A n e w aspect o f the contraposi t ion is revea led here. In fact, in this 

respect the oppos i t ion b e t w e e n the t w o tradit ions is so m a r k e d that 

once it is d i scovered , it is difficult to see w h a t cou ld poss ibly be bui l t 

u p o n it. F o r C h i n e s e l iterati (Su D o n g p o , LB, p . 4 5 4 ; W a n g Y i , LB, 

p. 4 8 5 ; J i a n g L i , LB, p . 499) incessantly repeat that w h e n t r y i n g to 

depict a h u m a n f igure , creat ing a pose is to be avo ided at al l costs. I f 

the subject is m a d e to sit up straight , in ceremonia l att ire, s tar ing i m ­

passively at some object , the " n a t u r a l " is lost. It is l ike p l a y i n g a gu i ta r 

or a lute " w i t h the pegs g lued d o w n " : w h a t is f ixed lets n o t h i n g pass 

t h r o u g h it. O n c e the capaci ty for v a r i a t i o n is lost , w h a t is left is not a 

l i v i n g character but a statue o f w o o d or c lay ; the m o d e l i n g o f f o r m is 

all that remains . 

^ I T h i s is cor robora ted b y R i c c i , w h o reports that w h e n the C h i n e s e 

d iscovered E u r o p e a n pa int ing (Sul l ivan has established that this w a s 

o f the V i r g i n and C h i l d v a r i e t y ) , they w e r e astounded to see that it 

w a s m o r e w h a t in their eyes per ta ined to sculpture rather than to 

pa int ing . T h e r e is a h e a d - o n clash on this po int . A C h i n e s e cr i t ic 

(Chen Z a o , LB, p . 4 7 1 ) remarks that in order to avoid m a k i n g the f ig­

ure l o o k l ike a statue, one has to be careful not to paint it " l i k e a m i r ­

rored ref lect ion." F r o m o u r standpoint , on the other h a n d , w e k n o w 

that the m i r r o r w a s held to be the "painter 's m a s t e r " — L e o n a r d o da 
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V i n c i even m a d e its use a rule o f art : " W h e n y o u w a n t to see i f y o u r 

p ic ture corresponds complete ly to w h a t y o u have copied f r o m nature , 

take a m i r r o r and observe the reflected i m a g e o f the real ob ject . " 

A c c o r d i n g to the C h i n e s e , in order to render a character w e l l , his 

i m a g e must be captured at m o m e n t s o f spontaneous , unstudied r e ­

act ion: w h e n he suddenly changes pos i t ion , starts m o v i n g f o r w a r d 

or b a c k w a r d , or beg ins to gest iculate ; w h e n he is shout ing , s ing ing , 

r e c o v e r i n g his breath, smi l ing , s tart ing to reply, f r o w n i n g , y a w n i n g , 

h u r r y i n g . In short , a l i ve ly render ing requires grasp ing the f leeting 

m o m e n t o f real l i fe: not contempla t ing the subject face to face, but 

o b s e r v i n g h i m obl iquely so as to capture w h a t his features cannot help 

lett ing t h r o u g h , u n b e k n o w n s t to h i m . H a v i n g taken all the t i m e n e c ­

essary to absorb his express ion , " I close m y eyes and I seem to see h i m 

before m e " ; and " w h e n I suddenly g i v e m y brush free rein, it is as i f he 

w e r e there beneath i t " ( W a n g Y i , LB, p . 4 8 5 ) ; and then, as t h o u g h in 

the throes o f inspirat ion, one encapsulates the cr it ical feature. A n u m ­

ber o f anecdotes tell us that rather than l o o k i n g d i rect ly at the m o d e l , 

the artist w o u l d prefer to reproduce the s h a d o w cast u p o n the w a l l , 

w h o s e out l ine , unburdened b y matter , has greater p o w e r s o f s u g g e s ­

t ion. T h i s is a far c r y f r o m the modeling o f the nude. 

I h a v e a l ready po inted out that , seen f r o m this ang le , the invers ion 

b e t w e e n these t w o tradit ions is perhaps too expl ic i t to need m o r e 

detai led e x a m i n a t i o n . In the pose , the painter attempts to capture 

w i t h i n the m o d e l i n g the i n t e g r a l i t y o f f o r m itself, as it is e m b o d i e d 

in the nude , w h e r e a s b y means o f the ant i -pose C h i n e s e painters t r y 

to capture the single character ist ic or indic ia l trait that reveals the 

persona l i ty o f the i n d i v i d u a l subject , in m u c h the same w a y as w e 

w o u l d d o in m a k i n g a sketch. H o w e v e r , this has to be taken further , 

for the pose reveals w h a t w e conce ived as be ing central to represen­

tat ion: the relat ion b e t w e e n subject and object . S tand ing in front o f 

the m o d e l , the artist confronts a rea l i ty that is comple te ly e x t e r n a l 

to h i m , and this e x t e r n a l character o f the " t h i n g " is, j u s t as so l id ly 

established, b y and for the artist's m i n d , as is this m i n d ' s v e r y p o w e r . 

Res extensa/res cogitans: sett ing a pose means confer r ing on the poser 

the unadul terated status o f object , b y cut t ing o f f the m o d e l f r o m the 
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sub jec t iv i ty that apprehends it, and cons ider ing it solely in the l ight 

o f the l aws o f percept ion , w h o s e v a l i d i t y is established a p r i o r i . H e n c e 

the percept ive m o d e l i n g essential to the nude ; the nude is the ob jec t i ­

fied b o d y par exce l lence . T h e forceful re turn o f the nude d u r i n g the 

R e n a i s s a n c e and t h r o u g h o u t the Class ical era (when the pose b e c a m e 

" a c a d e m i c " ) is attr ibutable to its h a v i n g been c o n t e m p o r a r y w i t h the 

const i tut ion o f an ob ject ive natura l science based on the necessity and 

universa l i ty o f its l aws (physics, optics , and so on). T o quote L e o n a r d o 

aga in : " S t u d y science first, then the pract ice that arises f r o m it" ; this 

r e v i v a l goes h a n d in h a n d w i t h the upsurge o f theories o f per spec­

t ive to construct the object o f percept ion and g i v e the m o d e l i n g its 

relief. In the first " A c a d e m y , " founded in F lorence o n the in i t iat ive o f 

Vasar i , a n a t o m y and perspect ive w e r e taught in con junct ion w i t h the 

nude: there is an episteme o f the nude . 

P a n o f s k y had n o di f f iculty in o b s e r v i n g that m e d i e v a l t h i n k i n g , 

on the contrary , " f u n d a m e n t a l l y denied the subject and the ob jec t , " 

w h i c h w o u l d e x p l a i n w h y the nude s h o w e d the greatest decl ine ever 

in Western c iv i l i za t ion d u r i n g this p e r i o d . It cou ld also be said that 

C h i n a shows a s imi lar d isregard for the subject-object re lat ionship, 

or rather, that C h i n e s e art as a w h o l e considers it sterile and a ims 

to surpass it. " L a n d s c a p e " is not d i v o r c e d f r o m " e m o t i o n , " but one 

resides w i t h i n the other , the one reveals the other. A s m a n y C h i n e s e 

thinkers have said ( W a n g F u z h i m a k e s it the core o f his poetics) , the 

d iv i s ion b e t w e e n the d o m a i n o f the " e y e " and that o f the " m i n d " is 

pure ly n o m i n a l . A n i m a g e (poet ic , p ictor ia l) is inexhaust ib ly b o t h ; 

and here aga in , this " ind i s t inc tness " is not a lack (lack o f c lar i ty , o f 

rat ional i ty?) , but b o t h an asset and an effect. C h i n e s e estheticians 
8 0 | J ' 

keep repeat ing that art arises at the point o f m e e t i n g and fusion 

b e t w e e n in ter ior i ty and the w o r l d , and the p r o c e s s — h e r e aga in , 

the not ion is i n e s c a p a b l e — o f art is b o r n o f a cont inuous interact ion 

b e t w e e n the t w o . T u r n i n g back to N i Z a n , his "e legant r o c k " is not 

p laced l ike an (external) th ing set before the p e r c e i v i n g m i n d ; sus­

pended b e t w e e n the " there i s " and the " there is n o t " o f t rans forma­

t ion and therefore free o f all m o d e l i n g that w o u l d rei fy it, the v a g u e ­

ness o f the rock ' s conf igurat ion inval idates any idea o f ob ject iv i ty . 
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N o t b y contrad ic t ing it, but i g n o r i n g it, e x c l u d i n g it as a poss ib i l i ty : 

this r o c k is not " represented . " 

F o r the t i m e b e i n g , w e w i l l conf ine o u r at tent ion to the first 

po int o f contrast , br ief ly cons idered earl ier . R e v e a l e d in the pose 

and c a p t u r e d in the contours o f its f o r m , the nude calls for o b j e c t i v e 

p e r c e p t i o n — o r at least, p e r c e p t i o n that tac i t ly impl ie s o b j e c t i v i ­

t y — e v e n i f it fights against it . T h e nude c o m m a n d s at tent ion b y its 

presence. A n d e v e n this presence is an e f f ract ion: the nude s torms in , 

fo ld ing space a r o u n d itself, sa turat ing it and crea t ing a s u r r o u n d i n g 

v a c u u m ; al l o ther " t h i n g s " — c h a i r , sheet , r u g — a r e r e d u c e d to m e r e 

accessories or a sett ing for the e n h a n c e m e n t o f the n u d e ; t h e y capi t ­

ulate and w i t h d r a w . T h i s can be seen e v e n in h a z y c o m p o s i t i o n s l ike 

B o n n a r d ' s . W h a t is depicted in C h i n e s e art , on the other h a n d , is 

s tamped b y its q u a l i t y o f pregnance. W h i l e it is in the stage o f p r e g -

nance , n o t h i n g is final and the real is i m b u e d w i t h a " p o s s i b l e " f r o m 

w h i c h n o t h i n g has been e x c l u d e d thus far. Instead o f i m p o s i n g a n y ­

t h i n g (on percept ion) , the v a g u e n e s s that inhabits the c o n f i g u r a t i o n 

a l l o w s th ings to pass d i screet ly t h r o u g h . T h i s lack o f def in i t ion is a 

resource , and t h r o u g h the brushs t rokes the d i m e n s i o n o f absence 

that p e r v a d e s the conf igura t ion leads to its capac i ty for i m m a n e n c e . 

^ € V I I I ^ 

U n l i k e science or ph i losophy , the characterist ic o f art is that , in the­

ory , it is n o n e x c l u s i v e . E v e r y mani fes tat ion o f art seems to present 

another possible v a r i a t i o n ; there is tolerat ion b e t w e e n t h e m i f not an 

echo, and all can be displayed together in the same m u s e u m . Desp i te 

the h e a v y t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y bat ter ing o f the not ion o f ob jec t iv i ty , ^ g 

and h o w e v e r f r a g m e n t e d the m o d e l i n g o f D u c h a m p ' s Nude Descend­

ing a Staircase is , this w o r k can still take its place a longs ide others f r o m 

a distant past. S o m e t h i n g — s o m e obst inate r e s i d u e — r e m a i n s o f the 

o b j e c t i v i t y that has been torn to shreds w i t h such l o u d delectat ion, 

and o f D u c h a m p ' s sys temat ica l ly b r o k e n - u p m o d e l i n g . T h e intense 

pursui t o f their des t ruct ion has fai led to eradicate their s t a m p — a n d 

m a y b e w i t h even less success as the intensity g r e w . O n the other 

h a n d , I w o n d e r i f there is not some radical incompat ib i l i t y b e t w e e n 
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N i Zan 's p a i n t i n g and all these nudes , b o t h pa inted and possible : does 

N i Zan ' s del icate scroll perhaps disclose a comple te ly different w a y 

o f c o n c e i v i n g and re lat ing to the " r e a l " ? " T e n u o u s " and " d e l i c a t e " 

are convenient w o r d s to use in discuss ing C h i n e s e art ( M a l l a r m é : 

" I m i t a t e the C h i n e s e , o f l i m p i d subtle heart / w h o s e purest ecstasy 

is to paint the e n d " ) . B u t w h a t is it that these w o r d s c o v e r w h i c h w e 

perce ive as a t t e n u a t e d — t h e least d i s t u r b i n g — b e c a u s e w e are inca­

pable o f g rasp ing it in its fullness? W h a t i f it w e r e here that e v e r y t h i n g 

p i v o t e d , u n a n n o u n c e d beneath this discreetness? 

F o r it goes w i t h o u t say ing that this is not m e r e l y a dif ference in 

the choice o f p ic tor ia l subject m a t t e r — n u d e or rock : as w e t u r n f r o m 

one to the other , w h a t is quest ioned subterraneously is the " o b j e c t " 

itself. A f t e r l o o k i n g at the p r o b l e m f r o m e v e r y angle , it n o w has to 

be tackled head o n : in w h a t w a y has the nude , m o r e than a n y other 

" t h i n g , " e m b o d i e d o u r idea o f representation? A n d h o w could C h i n e s e 

l iterati pa in t ing m o v e so far a w a y f r o m it? In a w o r d (although that 

w o r d is itself suspect): " w h a t " do the C h i n e s e paint? 

B e h i n d this q u e r y lies the fur ther quest ion , w h i c h is one o f the 

most diff icult for a s inologist to h a n d l e , o f h o w to exp l ica te s o m e ­

th ing he c lear ly perce ives in e v e r y field and in e v e r y respect , but 

w h i c h never rises a b o v e the surface and as such is never amenable to 

analysis : the e l e m e n t a r y (thence the dif f iculty) fact that C h i n a n e v e r 

conce ived o f mimesis. W i t h regard to mimesis in the strict sense o f the 

w o r d , as imi ta t ion-representat ion , the C h i n e s e conce ived o f neither 

the gesture o f d i s junct ion f r o m the " w o r l d " that mimes i s impl ies n o r 

the d o u b l i n g o f the w o r l d that it calls u p o n to c o v e r o v e r this r u p ­

ture as t h o u g h it w e r e an ever las t ing breach w i t h nature , and w h o s e 

82 I 4< )? 

" m e t a p h o r i c a l " opera t ion , as R i c o e u r s h o w e d , acts as a transfer and 

h igh l ights the object . F o r m i m e s i s is w h a t m a k e s the object . T o the 

C h i n e s e , w h o f o l l o w e d a dif ferent thread , the just i f icat ion for the 

existence o f art is not r o o t e d in the natura l h u m a n del ight in " i m i t a ­

t i o n " e v o k e d b y A r i s t o t l e at the b e g i n n i n g o f his Poetics, w h i c h lies 

at the o r i g i n o f p a i n t i n g but is e q u a l l y v a l i d for dramat ic p o e t r y . It 

should be b o r n e in m i n d that the C h i n e s e even had n o k n o w l e d g e 

o f the theatre (their opera is recent), nor , consequent ly , o f the stage 

u p o n w h i c h all eyes are focused and w h e r e the act ion is d i sp layed , 
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together w i t h the characters i n v o l v e d in it. Ad ostentationem sccenae— 

this e x p o s u r e also puts the object in the forefront . N o w m o r e than 

a n y other , the nude is the exposed ob ject . 

t jus t m a d e over ly br ie f ment ion o f the " t ransfer" operated b y art. 

H o w do the Greeks see this? G i v e n that, since Ar i s tot le , all things have 

been considered to consist o f their substantial base (their " m a t t e r " — 

the hupokeimenon) and their par t i cu la r f o r m (morphe), art is log ica l l y 

c o n c e i v e d as the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f a f o r m into a matter . A n i n d i v i d u a l 

m a n , a c c o r d i n g to A r i s t o t l e , is " th i s f o r m rea l ized in such-and-such 

a w a y in this m i x t u r e o f flesh and b o n e " ; scu lpt ing o r p a i n t i n g it w i l l 

therefore consist o f t ranspos ing the f o r m , such as it is const i tuted 

w i t h i n " th is m i x t u r e o f flesh and b o n e , " into that other mat ter -base 

o f stone or paper . T h i s mat te r resists t h r o u g h its iner t ia , P lot inus 

says, and the f o r m must p r e v a i l o v e r it , for art resides in f o r m a lone : 

" I m a g i n e t w o b locks o f stone, one u n t o u c h e d , the other t u r n e d into 

a statue o f a m a n that art has created b y c o m b i n i n g e v e r y b e a u t y to 

be f o u n d : it is c lear that the stone w h i c h art has i m b u e d w i t h the 

b e a u t y o f a f o r m b e c o m e s beaut i fu l itself, not because it is a stone, 

but because o f the f o r m g i v e n to it b y a r t " (Enneads, 5 .8) . P lot inus 

reiterates this in e v e n m o r e genera l t e rms (this is a c ruc ia l re ference, 

because w i t h his c o m b i n a t i o n o f the A r i s t o t e l i a n n o t i o n o f mat te r 

and the P la ton ic t ranscendence o f F o r m , that o f the f o r m - i d e a , P l o ­

t inus b e c a m e the first t rue art theoret ic ian in the W e s t e r n w o r l d ) . H e 

says that " a l l the i m i t a t i v e arts , such as p a i n t i n g and scu lpture , are 

products o f this w o r l d , because t h e y use a m o d e l that is percept ib le 

to the senses and w h i c h they imi ta te b y t ranspos ing (metatitheisai) the 

f o r m s , m o v e m e n t s and s y m m e t r i e s that they see" (Enneads, 5 .9). T h i s ^ ^ 

not ion o f a transfer o f f o r m s , f r o m the m o d e l to its copy , p r e d o m i ­

nated t h r o u g h o u t the Class ica l a g e , and is essential ly w h a t is appl ied 

b y the nude . T h e o n l y quest ion ar is ing after that , as s u m m a r i z e d b y 

Panofsky , w a s w h e t h e r this f o r m appeared as such in nature and w a s 

subsequent ly t r a n s p o r t e d , t h r o u g h i m i t a t i o n , into the w o r k o f art 

(this idea w a s taken up aga in d u r i n g a g o o d part o f the R e n a i s s a n c e ) , 

or w h e t h e r it w a s an i m a g e ab id ing w i t h i n the m i n d o f the art ist , 

w h o transferred it d i r e c t l y to m a t t e r w i t h no further m e d i a t i o n (the 

c o n c e p t i o n preva lent in the M i d d l e A g e s ) . 
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N o w as I w a s a s k i n g for earl ier , let us g o on to a dif ferent " p h y s ­

i c s " (even before w e get to "aesthet ics " this t i m e ) , 2 and stop cons ider ­

i n g f o r m as a d e t e r m i n a t i o n that, in its v e r y pr inc ip le , is independent 

o f the mat te r it enve lops , w h e t h e r a l ready present as such in nature 

or a p p e a r i n g to the m i n d : the v e r y f o r m that the nude represents b y 

i m i t a t i n g it. Ins tead , let us see it as an actua l iza t ion o f the e n e r g y -

breath (qi) that e m e r g e s f r o m the undi f ferent iated mass b y b e c o m i n g 

i n d i v i d u a t e d (concret ized) u n d e r the effect o f the inv is ib le ef f ic iency 

w h i c h , as a m o r e " s u b t l e , " ref ined, " s p i r i t u a l " (shen) energy , puts e m ­

phasis on the process o f th ings b y t r a n s - f o r m i n g t h e m . A l t h o u g h 

such a rea l i t y takesform w i t h i n the sensible, b y b e c o m i n g m o r e or less 

o p a q u e , through this f o r m it nonetheless carr ies the d i m e n s i o n o f the 

inv is ib le , o r o f " s p i r i t , " f r o m w h i c h it proceeds b y i m m a n e n c e . In 

this case, r e p r o d u c i n g the f o r m w i l l m e a n us ing it to capture this f u n ­

d a m e n t a l l y impercept ib le d i m e n s i o n o f e f f i c i e n c y — t h e m o r e subtle 

it is , the m o r e e f f ic ient—that causes it to ex is t . W h a t is therefore 

i n c u m b e n t u p o n the artist is not to succeed in o v e r c o m i n g matter ' s 

resistance and t rans ferr ing the f o r m into it but , to take the m o s t c o m ­

m o n l y used C h i n e s e express ion , to be capable o f " p r o c e e d i n g f r o m 

the f o r m " in order to " t ransmit the sp i r i t " (chuan shen) that i n h a b ­

its it and a l l o w this " s p i r i t " to pass t h r o u g h . B y p a i n t i n g the rock ' s 

undec ided mass p e r m e a t e d b y empt iness , N i Z a n " t r a n s m i t s , " o r lets 

through, this " s p i r i t u a l " d i m e n s i o n that m a k e s it b e c o m e a r o c k . F o r 

2 . This is a question of method: how could the difference be described here other than 
by first taking it all at once in its entirety, so as to give at least the idea of it—and therefore 
doing so in a notional language that may level it down, but manages to cover both terms 

^4 I of the opposition and make their confrontation possible? To some extent, this language is 
arbitrary (clumsy because of its approximations, rough in its accommodations), it is true, but 
what can I do about it? It is a delicate operation: constructing the possibility of a comparison 
and even making room for the overall shift that lies cloaked under such discretion involves 
transforming—sometimes forcing—into a Western language things that the Chinese lan­
guage itself, with its own semantic content and linguistic effects, has never expressed in such 
terms. Otherwise, there would be a risk of our inquiry being mired in pure heterotopy (that 
of Chinese "sensitivity"?) or of our being cornered into the sole argument of "delicacy." In 
that case, we would have no theoretical framework for the difference—though the present 
framework is not final and will always have to be reworked—and we would also run the 
risk of being unable to make a place for the gap and to integrate it. I shall come back later to 
Chinese intuition in a more anecdotic mode, to try and stay closer to—more at a level 
with—its own words on the matter. More attentive to the way it breaks through. 
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as S o n g th inkers often stated w i t h r e g a r d to p a i n t i n g , spirit is not 

exc lus ive to m a n (see D e n g C h u n , LB, p . 7 5 ) , and the other realit ies 

o f the w o r l d also possess this sp i r i tua l d i m e n s i o n ( N o t e : I g i v e the 

translat ion o f " d i m e n s i o n o f sp i r i t " here to avo id the dual ist ic scis­

sion the t e r m " s p i r i t " i m m e d i a t e l y e v o k e s for us). 

T h e f o u r t h - c e n t u r y artist G u K a i z h i , k n o w n pr inc ipa l ly for his 

f igure pa int ing , is the earliest o f China ' s painters w h o s e n a m e surv ives 

today. H e is the first to be credited w i t h this art o f " t ransmi t t ing the 

spir it , " and a n u m b e r o f anecdotes associated w i t h his n a m e help us 

to understand the effect that w a s sought and the m e a n i n g o f his art 

(recounted in chapter 2 1 o f the Shishuo xinyu).The most general o f 

these anecdotes relates that w h e n G u K a i z h i pa inted a f igure , years 

could g o b y before he put in the single dot required for the pupils o f 

the eyes . W h e n asked for the reason, he repl ied, " W h a t is most subtle 

does not reside in the elegance or ugl iness o f the four l imbs , w h i c h are 

fundamenta l l y unrelated to it: in a port ra i t , this is w h a t the t ransmis­

sion o f the spirit h inges o n " — " t h i s " referr ing to the pupils o f the eyes . 

T h e pupi ls are that subtle, indicia l po int t h r o u g h w h i c h the spirit o f an 

ind iv idua l , w h e t h e r real or in representat ion, is p r i m a r i l y c o n v e y e d . 

B o d i l y f o r m in itself and phys ica l b e a u t y are o f l ittle i m p o r t a n c e , 

whereas the artistic ski l l w i t h w h i c h these pupi ls are bare ly indicated, 

s u g g e s t e d — o r " p o i n t e d a t " — d e t e r m i n e s the v i v a c i t y o f the overa l l 

port ra i t , and therefore h o w " a l i v e " and t ruthfu l it is. 

T h e pupi ls are not the o n l y indic ia l trait that transmits the spirit 

o f an i n d i v i d u a l : one day, w h i l e pa int ing a great m a n o f the past, the 

same painter added three hairs to his subject's cheek. W h e n asked 

w h y he did this , he repl ied, " H e w a s a d i s t inguished , br i l l iant m a n ^ ^ 

w h o had a gi ft for detect ing abil it ies. It is precise ly his flair for d o i n g 

so [that is s h o w n b y these t ra i ts ] . " T h o s e w h o l o o k e d at the pa int ing 

inqui red about it and rea l ized that w i t h the addit ion o f these three 

hairs , it w a s indeed "as t h o u g h his spirit shone t h r o u g h " and that " i t 

w a s i n c o m p a r a b l y better than before they had been put there . " 

T h e s e anecdotes , as w a s p o p u l a r at the t i m e , are recounted w i t h a 

v i e w to arous ing breathless admira t ion at such great sk i l l , w h i c h can 

o n l y be appreciated " b e t w e e n l ike m i n d s . " T h e y d o , h o w e v e r , also 

g i v e f o o d for thought . T h e anecdotes themselves are indic ia l , l ead ing 
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us w i t h n o m o r e than a subtle touch to i m a g i n e s o m e t h i n g ent ire ly 

different f r o m the not ion o f the art o f representation to w h i c h w e 

have b e c o m e so attached. N o t f o r m , in its capaci ty for d e t e r m i n a t i o n 

(to be " i m i t a t e d " ) , but an inf inites imal p o i n t — b e t w e e n the " there i s " 

and the " there is n o t " — w h e r e e v e r y t h i n g happens . N o t the body ' s 

assertive matter and contours , but one o f its components that is so 

s u b t l e — b a r e l y p e r c e p t i b l e — t h a t it m a k e s the transit ion b e t w e e n the 

vis ible (the phys ica l , the patent) and the spirit b o r n e w i t h i n the v i s ­

ible, w h i c h b e c o m e s apparent in its ent i re ty t h r o u g h this s ingle trait . 

W h e n G u K a i z h i w a n t e d to paint the portra i t o f a cour t d i g n i t a r y , 

the official repl ied , " M y features are repuls ive ly ug ly , it's not w o r t h 

y o u r t rouble . " It appears that this m a n did in fact have a defect that 

m a d e his eyes e x t r e m e l y hard to see. " B u t it's precisely because o f 

y o u r e y e s , " the painter repl ied, " I shall m e r e l y indicate the pup i l b y 

a p a l e - c o l o r e d dot ; then g o o v e r it l i ght ly w i t h ' f ly ing w h i t e ' b r u s h -

w o r k , and it w i l l l o o k l ike thin c louds v e i l i n g the sun. " T h i s " f l y i n g 

w h i t e " refers to the ca l l igraphic technique w h e r e b y a s w i r l i n g m o v e ­

ment o f the brush leaves part o f the l ine unpa inted : the w h i t e space 

opened up w i t h i n the f o r m is an aperture t h r o u g h w h i c h the p h y s i ­

cal is e m p t i e d out , b e c o m i n g refined and evas ive , and thus a l lus ive to 

the impalpable , inexhaust ib le d imens ion o f spirit that p e r v a d e s it and 

causes it to v ibra te . 

It has been said o f this artist that his p a i n t i n g w a s l ike a spr ing 

s i l k w o r m sp inn ing its filament, so del icate ly d id his l ine e m e r g e 

and capture in its c o n t i n u i t y the u n b r o k e n f low o f the m o v i n g l ines 

o f a r o b e , the u n i n t e r r u p t e d d y n a m i s m o f l i fe . " A t first s ight , " this 

^ I p a i n t i n g seems "flat and fac i l e " and the f o r m a l resemblance is s o m e ­

t imes even fau l ty ; but " o n closer inspect ion , its art is c o m p l e t e and 

it contains s o m e t h i n g that cannot be descr ibed in w o r d s " (LB, p . 

476). G e n e r a l l y s p e a k i n g , " f o r m a l r e s e m b l a n c e " (xingsi) is not the 

p r e d o m i n a n t c o n c e r n in C h i n e s e art . In X i e He ' s " S i x Pr inc ip les o f 

P a i n t i n g , " w h i c h b e c a m e basic d o g m a in art , the first o f the p r i n ­

ciples, set apart f r o m al l the others , is the resonance that arises f r o m 

the e n e r g y - b r e a t h and g ives l ife and m o v e m e n t to the figuration. 

W h a t is re ferred to here is " r e s o n a n c e " as o p p o s e d to " s o u n d " : the 

w o r d des ignates the i m p a l p a b l e , ineffable ( " sp i r i tua l " ) q u a l i t y in a 
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phys ica l or acoust ic p h e n o m e n o n , but filtered out o f the m a t e r i a l i t y 

that contains it . T h i s enables it to r a n g e f ree ly b e y o n d that mat ter , 

a l l o w i n g c o s m i c v i b r a t i o n to f l o w and e x p a n d t h r o u g h the i n t i m a c y 

o f its p h e n o m e n a l ac tua l izat ion . A f t e r this pr inc ip le comes the tech­

nique w h e r e b y the c o m p o s i t i o n is g i v e n s t ructure , toge ther w i t h 

the appropr ia te b r u s h w o r k . T h i s is f o l l o w e d , in th ird place on ly , b y 

f o r m a l figuration. A n d even ther* w e are not told that it should i m i ­

tate the ob ject : w h a t is r e c o m m e n d e d here is not the transfer o f f o r m 

(this n o t i o n b e i n g inc luded u n d e r the final p r inc ip le , w h i c h concerns 

t ransmiss ion o f the m o d e l o f the great masters b y c o p y i n g them) , but 

ensur ing that the figuration c o r r e s p o n d s — " r e s p o n d s " — t o the a c t u ­

al rea l i ty that calls it up : l ike al l real i t ies , w h i c h p r o v o k e and respond 

to each other a n a l o g i c a l l y (the n o t i o n o f gan-ying), to a d v a n c e the 

cont inuous process o f the w o r l d . 

It w i l l be po inted out that this d isdain for f o r m a l resemblance in 

C h i n a is the result o f a s low e v o l u t i o n (part icu lar ly m a r k e d f r o m the 

b e g i n n i n g o f the S o n g dynas ty , at the t u r n o f the last m i l l e n n i u m . 

See Su D o n g p o : f o r m a l resemblance is m e r e "ch i ld i shness " ) : w h i c h 

means that the increas ing depar ture f r o m resemblance para l le led 

the a forement ioned d i m i n i s h e d enthusiasm for figure pa int ing (and 

greater interest in landscapes). " F o r m " and " r e s o n a n c e " b e c a m e t w o 

o p p o s i n g cr i ter ia in figuration (see LB, p . 466) , and w h i l e " p a i n t i n g 

the f o r m is easy , " " p a i n t i n g the spirit is h a r d . " G u K a i z h i , q u o t i n g 

f r o m the p o e t r y o f X i K a n g , a l ready c o m m e n t e d that " the h a n d 

that strokes the five str ings is easy [to paint] / T h e eye f o l l o w i n g the 

w i l d geese h o m e is di f f icult , " for the gaze l i fted t o w a r d the sky must 

express the nosta lg ia and l o n g i n g for in f in i ty that is held w i t h i n it. ^ ^ 

T h e m o v e m e n t o f the h a n d has a f o r m , a gaze has n o n e ; the h a n d is 

the tangib le , the eye is the spirit . It w a s later said that there are those 

w h o , w h e n p a i n t i n g f lowers , " d e s c r i b e the f o r m , " and those w h o 

" t ransmit the s p i r i t " — w h i c h is "a l l the m o r e applicable in the case 

o f the h u m a n figure" (LB, p . 70) . T h a t even b e c a m e a cl iche. H o w ­

ever , even the earl iest texts on p ic tor ia l aesthetics dea l ing w i t h r e ­

semblance indicate a re lat ionship b e t w e e n the d imens ion o f the spirit 

and the f o r m a l conf igura t ion (shen and xing) that orients the painter 's 

figurative w o r k in w a y s v e r y different f r o m those that o u r cu l tura l 
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fold o f representat ion i m p o s e d on us (here I differ f r o m Susan B u s h 

in her b o o k The Chinese Literati on Painting). T h e f o r m u l a is concise 

but c ruc ia l ( Z o n g B i n g , LB, p . 5 8 3 ) : " T h e d imens ion o f the spirit is 

f u n d a m e n t a l l y w i t h o u t b e g i n n i n g or end ; it lodges w i t h i n the forms 

and sets in m o t i o n that w h i c h resembles t h e m . " 

T h e w o r d " l o d g e s " is i m p o r t a n t here : it indicates that the spirit 

resides t e m p o r a r i l y w i t h i n the ac tua l i z ing f o r m , and inst igates c o r ­

respondences t h r o u g h it. T h e f o r m is o n l y the v e c t o r for the spir­

it, w h i c h e x p a n d s b e y o n d it, and resemblance is i tsel f i m p r e g n a t e d 

w i t h the e - m o t i o n — p u t t i n g into m o t i o n — e n g e n d e r e d b y the spirit . 

N o w t h r o u g h the f igurat ion o f f o r m s , p a i n t i n g , the tex t conc ludes , 

" re leases" the spirit (chang shen), w h i c h " g o e s b e y o n d " the f o r m . T h e 

process o f p a i n t i n g therefore echoes the process o f the u n i v e r s e ; and , 

as d e v e l o p e d in later aesthetics, it is b y " d e p a r t i n g f r o m the f o r m " 

that " resemblance is a c h i e v e d " — t h e o n l y t rue resemblance , w h i c h is 

that o f the inner resonance . 

L i terat i p a i n t i n g increas ing ly identif ied w i t h this act o f going be­

yond, and it w a s therefore imposs ible for it to be comfor tab le w i t h a 

F o r m that w a s definit ive and perfect—sel f -suf f ic ient and satisfied 

w i t h its o w n h a r m o n y — s u c h as that w h i c h , for us, is celebrated b y 

the N u d e . 

^ I X ^ 

H o w e v e r , matters cannot be left to rest there, for it is o b v i o u s that 

in the N u d e as w e l l , f o r m oversteps its o w n boundar ies : it reaches 

outside itself, t o w a r d the ideal f o r m . T o g o back to P lot inus , as w e 

^ I saw earl ier, "a l l the imi ta t ive ar t s , " such as pa int ing and sculpture , are 

"products o f this w o r l d " because they use a "sensible m o d e l , " w h i c h 

they imitate b y " t ranspos ing the f o r m s , m o v e m e n t s and s y m m e t r i e s 

that they see." B u t s o m e t h i n g o f these arts also be longs to a " t h e r e " — 

the T h e r e o f the " i n t e l l i g i b l e " and o f Ideas : " f o r e v e r y t h i n g that is 

f o r m in the sensible w o r l d comes f r o m t h e r e " (Enneads, 5.9). H e n c e , 

the s y m m e t r y o f the del ineat ions can be traced back to the perfect 

s y m m e t r y that is contemplated o n l y in the w o r l d o f the m i n d ; and 

the sensible f o r m is itself n o m o r e than an " i m a g e , " a " s h a d o w , " or 

a " t r a c e " o f this ideal f o r m that has " e s c a p e d " f r o m its o w n w o r l d to 
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penetrate matter and arrange it in a w a y that inspires us w i t h a w e d 

a m a z e m e n t . T o l o o k at it the other w a y a r o u n d (from the standpoint 

o f exper ience) , this a w e d a m a z e m e n t stems f r o m a sense o f v e r t i g o 

at the surge o f the Inf inite , prec ise ly w i t h i n w h a t at the same t i m e 

appears to be the most r i g o r o u s l y c i r c u m s c r i b e d and finite, w h i l e 

its o w n f o r m — t h a t o f the nude b o d y — i s in n o w a y b lurred . W h a t 

p r o v o k e s o u r " a w e d a m a z e m e n t " is the sudden i r r u p t i o n o f this E l s e ­

w h e r e w i t h i n the i m m e d i a c y o f the sensible, and even o f that w h i c h is 

the most sensible, in the contour and the flesh o f this n a k e d f o r m . T h e 

exper ience is metaphys ica l . P a i n t i n g or sculpt ing a nude means car ­

r y i n g out this anabasis, or "e levat ion" : seek ing out , t h r o u g h the g i v e n 

f o r m (which is inev i tab ly m o r e o r less anecdotic) , a s u p e r i o r — i d e a l — 

f o r m that is the f o r m o f the absolute and the a rchetype . 

" I t r e m a i n s , therefore , that the t o t a l i t y o f al l be ings exists first 

o f al l e l s e w h e r e " : in the " t h e r e " that is "outs ide o f the w o r l d " (ektos 

kosmou), and o f w h i c h this w o r l d is a c o p y ; this " t h e r e " o f the e terna l , 

w h e r e i n e v e r y t h i n g " i s o f far greater b e a u t y " because al l th ings are 

" u n a d u l t e r a t e d " ; this " t h e r e " w h e r e al l is h e a v e n , " w h e r e the ear th is 

heaven , as is the sea, and also the a n i m a l s , plants and m a n k i n d " — " a l l 

is h e a v e n l y in the skies o f that other w o r l d there . " P lot inus establishes 

the n o t i o n o f the ideal on the basis o f a t w o f o l d p r o p o s i t i o n : (1) the 

ideal comes f r o m a " t h e r e " that is outs ide this w o r l d , f r o m w h i c h it 

acquires its absolute per fec t ion ; (2) w h a t is ideal is F o r m o v e r c o m i n g 

mat ter and i n - f o r m i n g it (the soul i tsel f is to Inte l l igence as mat te r is 

to F o r m ) . N o w , this is w h e r e the g a p w i t h C h i n a is the m o s t s t r ik ing . 

I f w e w e r e to trace the g e o l o g y o f this gap back to some ini t ia l c leav­

age , I t h i n k the f o l l o w i n g m i g h t be a reasonable p r o p o s i t i o n : this ^ g 

not ion o f the i d e a l — a n d consequent ly also that o f ideal f o r m — n e v e r 

d e v e l o p e d in C h i n a , because the C h i n e s e never c o n c e i v e d o f an 

E x t e r i o r to the w o r l d o f processes . O r i f they d id , it w a s o n l y in a 

m a r g i n a l w a y , w i t h poets such as L i B o o r L i H e , w h o s e i m a g i n a t i o n 

w a s so p o w e r f u l that it o v e r s t e p p e d the f r a m e w o r k o f C h i n e s e i d e o l ­

o g y and n u r t u r e d d r e a m s o f another w o r l d . N o r m a l l y , the o n l y 

w o r l d k n o w n in C h i n e s e t h o u g h t w a s that o f the course , o r the 

" w a y " (dao)—in other w o r d s , the w o r l d o f viability. T o the C h i n e s e , 

" H e a v e n " is n o t h i n g other than the tota l i ty o f the processes that 
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e m a n a t e f r o m the undi f ferent iated M a s s and w h o s e ceaseless r e n e w a l 

is ensured b y their o w n capacity . H e a v e n , n e v e r d e v i a t i n g f r o m its 

course , e m b o d i e s R e g u l a t i o n , w h i c h is w h y it u l t i m a t e l y c o r r e ­

sponds to w h a t w e understand b y nature . I offer as p r o o f o f this the 

fact that w h e n their l a n g u a g e had to be o p e n e d up to W e s t e r n n o ­

t ions , the C h i n e s e cou ld o n l y translate " i d e a l " as " t h o u g h t o f the //" 

(li-xiang). Li is the " i n t e r n a l c o h e r e n c e " inseparable f r o m the e n e r g y -

breath it o r g a n i z e s , w h i c h causes a b a m b o o to g r o w into a b a m b o o 

or a r o c k to b e c o m e a r o c k , and b y v i r t u e o f w h i c h this r o c k , w h a t ­

ever f o r m it m a y h a v e , does indeed present the cons is tency and c o n ­

figuration character is t ic o f a rock . E x p r e s s e d in this w a y , the n o t i o n 

b e c o m e s that o f an inner pr inc ip le w h i c h is b o t h d y n a m i c and s t ruc­

t u r i n g and f r o m w h i c h the process o f th ings der ives . It n o l o n g e r 

conta ins a n y t h i n g o f the inte l l ig ib le or the d i v i n e O u t s i d e that p a r ­

allels o u r o w n w o r l d , o f the essence and the a r c h e t y p e w h i c h the 

Idea l suggests to us and t o w a r d w h i c h the m i n d str ives . 

W o u l d it be t o o bo ld to suggest that E u r o p e a n cu l ture is stil l 

haunted b y this E l s e w h e r e (of another w o r l d ) and is inde l ib ly s tamped 

b y the aspirat ion t o w a r d it? I can t h i n k o f n o t h i n g w o r s e than c u l t u r ­

al genera l iza t ions , and ye t once this thread is d r a w n , it seems w o r t h 

h o l d i n g o n to . A l o n g w i t h it there u n w i n d s a g e n e a l o g y o f the spir it : 

the aspirat ion t o w a r d the ideal has fer t i l ized the fantasies o f w h a t 

I dare to cal l " W e s t e r n " cu l ture and has been one o f its m o t i v a t i n g 

forces. T h e r e are still echoes o f P lot inus in B a u d e l a i r e : " I a m beaut i ­

ful , o h m o r t a l s , as a d r e a m o f s tone . " A n d there is still n o end to the 

secular izat ion o f " G o d " under c o v e r o f the ideal (as expressed in stat­

ues g l o r i f y i n g the ideals o f B e a u t y , L i b e r t y , and so on). 

9 0 I 
T h i s Idea l is the F o r m that the N u d e reaches out for ; it even falls 

to the nude a lone to embody this s t ra in ing t o w a r d the I d e a l — b e c a u s e 

it does so in the l i teral before the figurative sense. I f b e a u t y lies in 

the b o d y j u s t as f o r m lies w i t h i n matter , P lot inus goes on to say, it 

fo l lows that b e a u t y o f b o d i l y f o r m has its source in a different p lane 

( " w o r l d " ) f r o m that o f the bodies themselves . In other w o r d s , w h a t 

m a k e s a b o d y beaut i fu l is that in it w e perce ive a f o r m - i d e a (eidos) that 

binds and d o m i n a t e s " n a t u r e that is form-less and resistant to the 

idea . " H e n c e , b o d i l y b e a u t y "s tems f r o m its part ic ipat ion in a rat ional 
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pr inc ip le that comes f r o m the g o d s " (Enneads, 1 .6) or , converse ly , 

" there is in nature a rat ional pr inc ip le (logos)" that is the (intell igible) 

" m o d e l o f b o d i l y b e a u t y " (Enneads, 5 .8) . T h i s rat ional pr inc ip le o f 

the ideal f o r m is w h a t constitutes the aesthetic " c a n o n " : the soul 

j u d g e s that a b o d y is beaut i fu l " b e c a u s e [the soul] adjusts to the idea 

it bears w i t h i n itself, and uses this to f o r m a j u d g m e n t in the same 

w a y that one uses a ru le (kanon) to j u d g e i f a th ing is s t ra ight . " T h i s 

ideal character o f f o r m , to w h i c h art aspires and that the n u d e e m ­

bodies , r edeems art f r o m the discredit cast u p o n it b y P la to . A s I h a v e 

a l ready said, this is w h a t m a k e s P lo t inus t r u l y the in i t ia tor o f art 

t h e o r y in the W e s t ; for i f al l this is so, art is not m e r e l y an i m i t a t i o n 

o f natura l t h i n g s , but " r u n s back to the pr inciples that are the w e l l -

spr ing o f the natura l o b j e c t , " thereby " a d d i n g " to nature and g o i n g 

b e y o n d the sensible f o r m . T h i s is exempl i f i ed b y the Z e u s o f A r t e -

m i s i o n . " P h e i d i a s m a d e his Zeus" P lo t inus conc ludes , " w i t h o u t ref­

erence to any m o d e l p e r c e i v e d b y the senses, but t a k i n g Z e u s as he 

w o u l d be i f he w e r e to consent to b e c o m e v is ib le to u s " (Enneads, 

5.8) . T h i s is the source o f its essence: a N u d e is not e m p i r i c a l . 

Bréhier ' s t ranslat ion g ives this as " I I l ' i m a g i n a tel q u ' i l s e r a i t " — 

" H e i m a g i n e d h i m as he w o u l d b e . " B u t the w o r d " i m a g i n e d " a l ready 

goes t o o far : " t a k i n g h i m " ("labón") is the far m o r e d i rect e x p r e s ­

sion used in the G r e e k . H e r e P l o t i n u s does not use e x a c t l y the same 

l a n g u a g e that Ph i los t ra tus the A t h e n i a n attr ibutes to A p o l l o n i u s o f 

T y a n a in s p e a k i n g to his E g y p t i a n inter locutor : " I t is i m a g i n a t i o n , " 

says A p o l l o n i u s , not i m i t a t i o n , " that created the g o d s . " T h e nuance is 

i m p o r t a n t : for even i f it does c o n v e y the idea o f a p r o d u c t o f the m i n d 

that does not depend on an i m i t a t i o n o f the sensible, under the gu ise 

o f the p s y c h o l o g i c a l Bréhier ' s " i m a g i n e d " nonetheless covers up and 

beg ins to integrate the abruptness , o r even the i n c o m m e n s u r a b i l i t y , 

w i t h w h i c h the t w o planes meet and w h i c h m a k e the s u r g i n g o f 

the N u d e into an event . T h e w o r d " i m a g i n e d " reduces the e x t r e m e 

tension b y w h i c h the N u d e is const i tuted and m a d e subl ime. W h a t 

P lot inus says e x a c t l y is that Pheidias actua l ly f o u n d — " t o o k " — 

the f o r m (he m a d e the statue), but o n l y "such as it w o u l d be i f " — 

u n r e a l ? — Z e u s consented to appear " t h r o u g h o u r eyes " : the s u r g i n g 

out o f the N u d e , as a f o r m s p r i n g i n g f r o m another w o r l d , must reta in 
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its p o w e r o f e f f ract ion and ecstasy w i t h i n the sensible. It must reta in 

the m i r a c u l o u s i m p a c t that e v e r y great nude produces every time. T h i s 

N u d e is the R e v e l a t i o n o f the ideal t h r o u g h f o r m ; it is the e p i p h a n y 

o f the L o g o s . A n d all G r e e k art r e m a i n e d suspended u p o n its F o r m . 

E v e n P la to , w h o is usua l ly considered an e n e m y o f art , w r o t e a r e ­

m a r k a b l e passage (Republic, 4 7 2 d ) , apt ly quoted b y Panofsky , in w h i c h 

he compares the m o d e l o f the perfect city, w h o s e exact counterpar t is 

never to be found in real ity , w i t h the w o r k o f a painter w h o , h a v i n g 

depicted the most beaut i fu l " m o d e l " o f the c a n o n i c a l l y beaut i fu l 

m a n , w o u l d then be unable to p r o v e that such a m a n " c a n " ex is t . 

X ^ 

T h i s c a n o n o f the nude is first and foremost that establ ished b y the 

n u m b e r mani fes ted in its p r o p o r t i o n s . T h e tradi t ion goes back b e ­

y o n d P la to h i m s e l f to P y t h a g o r e a n i s m , w h i c h holds that the b e a u t y 

o f the nude lies in a n u m e r i c a l l y def ined b o d y s t ructure , inspired b y 

musica l h a r m o n y . A t least, that is the t radi t ion i n v o k e d . T h e m e a ­

surements b y w h i c h al l parts o f the b o d y are l i n k e d and coadapted 

to each other are based on n u m b e r s , and since there is an e q u i v a l e n c e 

b e t w e e n the f o r m and the n u m b e r , the n u m b e r has the same v o c a t i o n 

for t ranscendence as the f o r m . It carr ies us f r o m the sensible n u m b e r s 

that can be p e r c e i v e d in space and t i m e to the inte l l ig ib le n u m b e r s 

found w i t h i n reason itself, then f r o m those interna l n u m b e r s to the 

super ior n u m b e r s — " n u m b e r s that t ranscend even o u r m i n d s , " says 

Saint A u g u s t i n e , " a n d r e m a i n i m m u t a b l e in t r u t h . " H e n c e it is the 

N u m b e r o f n u m b e r s that is e m b o d i e d b y the N u d e , w h i c h emerges 

I f r o m that m u l t i p l i c i t y to s igni fy its o w n uni ty . Po lyc le tus , to w h o m 

the f amous c a n o n is ascr ibed, says the same th ing w i t h r e g a r d to 

the w o r k o f the art ist : " B e a u t y emerges gradua l ly , t h r o u g h a great 

m a n y n u m b e r s . " W e k n o w that R e n a i s s a n c e art theoret ic ians t o o k 

this r e q u i r e m e n t to such lengths because it revea led for t h e m a m e t a ­

phys ica l t ru th (see F ic ino) : the V i t r u v i a n figure inscribes m a n w i t h i n 

both a circle and a square to b e c o m e the s y m b o l o f the m a t h e m a t i ­

cal correspondence b e t w e e n m a c r o c o s m and m i c r o c o s m . T h i s is w h y 

both L e o n a r d o and A l b e r t i approached the nude w i t h the use o f p r o ­

tractors and compasses , and w h e n D i i r e r p u r s u e d the p r o p o r t i o n e d 
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m a t h e m a t i z a t i o n o f t h e h u m a n b o d y d o w n t o t h e " p a r t i c l e " (Trumlein) 

o f less t h a n a m i l l i m e t e r , — t h i s b e c a m e a n e n d i n i t se l f (see i l l u s t r a ­

t i o n s a b o v e ) . 

W h e n t h e b o d y is c l o t h e d , t h e r e c a n b e n o g e o m e t r i z a t i o n , b e c a u s e 

g e o m e t r i z a t i o n is b a s e d o n a n a t o m y a n d is t h e r e f o r e a p p l i e d d i r e c t l y 

t o t h e c o n t o u r s o f m u s c l e a n d flesh t h a t c o n s t i t u t e t h e n u d e . F r o m 

e v e r y t h i n g t h a t h a s b e e n sa id a b o v e c o n c e r n i n g t h e C h i n e s e v i e w o f 

t h e b o d y , w h o s e e n v e l o p e is o f i n t e r e s t m a i n l y for i ts p e r m e a b i l i t y 

t o i n f l o w s f r o m t h e o u t s i d e t h a t i r r i g a t e t h e i n n e r b o d y t h r o u g h its 

e n e r g y c h a n n e l s , i t is r e a d i l y c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t t h e C h i n e s e b o d y w a s 

n e v e r a m e n a b l e t o a n y s u c h g e o m e t r i z a t i o n o f its su r f ace o r v o l u m e : 

t h e i d e a w a s n e v e r e v e n i m a g i n a b l e . S i m i l a r l y , C h i n e s e t h o u g h t 

( w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n o f t h e l a t e M o h i s t s ) g a v e l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n t o t h e r e ­

l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t h e whole a n d t h e part, w h i c h , i n t h e S to i c t r a d i t i o n 

a n t a g o n i s t i c t o P l o t i n i a n t h o u g h t o n t h e eidos, b a s e d t h e b e a u t y o f t h e 

n u d e o n t h e p r o p o r t i o n e d r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n its v a r i o u s p a r t s a n d o n 

t h e i r " s y m m e t r y . " I n C h i n e s e p a i n t i n g , it is r a t h e r t h e a l t e r n a t i o n a n d 
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interact ion o f the " e m p t y " and the " f u l l " that are seen as be ing c o n ­

st itutive and are r e p r o d u c e d — a s the compenetra t ion o f the v is ible 

and the invis ib le , o f the " there i s " and the " there is n o t " — t h r o u g h the 

conf igurat ion o f a b a m b o o stem or the mass o f a rock . 

B u t w i t h r e g a r d to the nude , the G r e e k s g a v e pass ionate t h o u g h t 

to the quest ion o f w h a t const itutes a " p a r t " (meros)—for it has to 

be said that in the n u d e , " b e i n g " is g rasped in a p a r a d o x i c a l w a y . 

A part is a s ingle par t because , l ike the w h o l e b o d y , it has an o u t ­

l ine o f its o w n (see the b e g i n n i n g o f Galen 's treatise On the Usefulness 

of the Parts of the Body). B u t at the same t i m e , it is c o n n e c t e d on o n e 

or several sides to o ther n e i g h b o r i n g parts : o t h e r w i s e , it w o u l d not 

be a " p a r t o f " s o m e t h i n g else. H o w e v e r , it is not j o i n e d to t h e m on 

e v e r y side: o t h e r w i s e it w o u l d n o l o n g e r be " o n e " s ingle par t . It is 

this a m b i g u i t y in the m o d a l i t y o f b e i n g that is ceaselessly v o u c h e d 

for in the representat ion o f the n u d e : the part is s imul taneous ly one 

in i tsel f and a c o m p o n e n t o f a w h o l e , b o t h se l f -conta ined and d e ­

pendent . T h e r e m i g h t even be n o t h i n g m o r e ins t ruc t i ve than the 

nude in this respect , for h o w e v e r beaut i fu l the l imbs m a y be i n d i ­

v i d u a l l y , these membra singula lose their b e a u t y i f they are separated 

f r o m the b o d y as a w h o l e . A s Sa int A u g u s t i n e says, " A c o m e l y h a n d 

that e v e n w h e n c o n t e m p l a t e d a lone is a d m i r e d u p o n the b o d y , loses 

all its grace i f it b e c o m e s separated f r o m it . . . j u s t as, w i t h o u t the 

h a n d , the other parts are also u g l y . " O n o n e h a n d , the nude e m b o d ­

ies the mul t ip le u n i t y that const i tutes b e a u t y : the one is severa l , it is 

d iverse , and its b e a u t y is that o f the concordia partium. O n the other 

h a n d , it s h o w s the i n t e g r i t y o f the f o r m to a d v a n t a g e : this " o n e " 

I must be " a l l . " A s P lo t inus w r i t e s (Enneads, 6 .7) , " W h y the eyes? S o 

that ' a l l ' should be c o m p l e t e . A n d w h y the e y e b r o w s ? S o that ' a l l ' 

should be c o m p l e t e . " O r a g a i n , Sa int A u g u s t i n e , in The City of 

God ( 1 1 . 2 2 ) : " I f one e y e b r o w is shaved off, a lmost n o t h i n g is taken 

f r o m the b o d y , but h o w m u c h is taken f r o m its b e a u t y ; for b e a u t y 

is found not in the mass o f the b o d y , but in the s y m m e t r y and p r o ­

p o r t i o n o f its m e m b e r s . " T h e character is t ic o f the n u d e — a n d this 

is w h e r e its f o r m a t i v e qua l i ty l i e s — i s that it shows the submiss ion 

o f the aptness o f the parts to that o f the w h o l e ; in other w o r d s , h o w 

the a n a t o m i c a l must lead to the o r g a n i c . A s indicated b y the c a n o n 
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associated w i t h the n a m e o f P o l y c l e t u s , " C h r y s i p p u s considers that 

b e a u t y lies not in the h a r m o n i o u s p r o p o r t i o n s o f the i n d i v i d u a l 

e lements , but in those that g o v e r n their assembly, such as a f inger 's 

p r o p o r t i o n to another f inger, and that o f al l the f ingers to the carpus 

and the m e t a c a r p u s . " A n d b e t w e e n these and the f o r e a r m , the f o r e ­

a r m to the w h o l e a r m , and so o n . 

C l o s e r sc rut iny shows that the re lat ionship is rec iproca l , and this 

is w h e r e the di f f icul ty o f e x e c u t i n g the nude l ies : w h i l e the v a r i o u s 

e lements must be in h a r m o n y w i t h each other and at the same t i m e 

contr ibute to the u n i t y o f the w h o l e , they also have to contr ibute to 

the u n i t y o f the w h o l e in order to be in h a r m o n y w i t h each other . 

T h e r e is n o before and after here : the condi t ion is also the conse­

quence—arche is also telos, and f r o m the b e g i n n i n g to the end o f its 

contour , the f o r m o f the nude h a n g s on this revers ib i l i ty and is n u r ­

tured b y it. In the cruc ib le o f the nude , the t w o m o d e s o f b e a u t y 

d i s t ingu i shed in Class ica l t rad i t ion are thus i n e x t r i c a b l y c o m b i n e d : 

the aptness o f the w h o l e (pulchrum), w h i c h is an object 's c o n f o r m i t y 

to w h a t it should be (eidos), and the aptness o f the par t (aptum), w h i c h 

is the aptness o f one object in re lat ion to another w i t h w h i c h it is 

c o n n e c t e d . T h e first is the aptness o f a f o r m in relat ion to its n o r m ; 

the second, the aptness o f a f o r m in re lat ion to w h a t it is to b e c o m e a 

part of; together , they e levate the b o d y into a s y m b o l o f " h a r m o n y . " 

Sa int A u g u s t i n e def ined the b e a u t y o f the h u m a n b o d y as "a h a r m o ­

n y o f its par ts , together w i t h a cer ta in softness o f the f lesh." A l b e r t i , 

re fer r ing to the N u d e as the representat ive o f beauty , answers that 

" B e a u t y consists o f a h a r m o n y and c o n c o r d a n c e o f the parts w i t h 

the w h o l e , as d e t e r m i n e d b y n u m b e r , p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y and order d e - ^ 

m a n d e d b y h a r m o n y : in o ther w o r d s , the absolute and sovere ign l a w 

o f n a t u r e . " 

" H a r m o n y " as a l a w o f nature? B u t the C h i n e s e thought l i k e w i s e , 

and even set h a r m o n y up as a supreme va lue (tai he), j u s t as the " n a t u ­

r a l " b e c a m e the l inchpin o f its ref lection. T h i s is e n o u g h for a d i s ­

t inct ion to be m a d e b e t w e e n these t w o types o f h a r m o n y — a n d the 

gap w i d e n s further . O n one h a n d , there is h a r m o n y seen f r o m the 

v i e w p o i n t o f the b e i n g o f F o r m (eidos), w h i c h is b o t h const i tut ive and 

dist inct , and founded on the relat ionship b e t w e e n the part and the 
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w h o l e — t h e f o r m that is exempl i f ied , and even revea led , b y the nude . 

O n the other h a n d , h a r m o n y is v i e w e d f r o m the standpoint o f the 

course , o r the w a y (dao)\ it is the h a r m o n y o f a process o f alternate 

var ia t ions , the h a r m o n y celebrated in thought that is centered on r e g ­

u lat ion . A c c o r d i n g to the C h i n e s e , each brushstroke on the painter 's 

scroll " c loses " at the same t ime as it " o p e n s " — a s o p p o s e d to its " b e ­

i n g " an integrated e lement. E a c h stroke is in a process o f transit ion, 

held taut b y a p o l a r relat ionship o f oppos i t ion and c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y , 

w h o s e compensat ing action is the v e c t o r o f the constancy (that o f the 

" i n t e r n a l coherence" ) that perseveres t h r o u g h o u t the t rans format ion 

o f its f o r m . T h i s is the h a r m o n y w e see d e p l o y e d b y the undec ided 

f o r m o f the r o c k t h r o u g h the var ia t ions o f the " e m p t y " and the " f u l l " 

that it shows . 

O n e is a synthetic h a r m o n y that fulfil ls ana lyt ica l requirements 

and proceeds b y integrat ion (the nude), and the other a regulating h a r ­

m o n y f r o m w h i c h the poss ibi l i ty o f cont inuous transit ion d e r i v e s — 

the same h a r m o n y dep loyed , for e x a m p l e , in tai ji quan, considered 

" C h i n e s e g y m n a s t i c s " (though that " c o n s i d e r e d " under l ines the gap 

. . . ) . W i t h regard to the approach taken, w h a t the nude thus s y m b o l ­

izes b y contrast cou ld be pursued even further . F o r there is s o m e t h i n g 

that puts the nude at the core not o n l y o f Europe ' s plastic art , but also 

o f its thought and, n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g the fact that the nude's h i s t o r y 

can be traced further back (to E g y p t , and even as far as the C y c l a d i c 

idols), m a k e s it t r u l y a product o f the G r e e k m i n d . T h i s character ist ic 

is that the par t i cu la r w a y in w h i c h the nude l inks the part to the w h o l e 

reproduces the exact w o r k i n g s o f Hel lenis t ic thought : it s i m u l t a n e -

^ I ous ly " d i s c e r n s " (discernere), as L a t i n aga in puts it, w h a t seems to be 

one and yet is not , or else is less so than it appears to b e , and " c o n ­

nects " (conectere), b y establ ishing relations and a c h i e v i n g the fullest 

integrat ion possible . T h e nude is the ideal percept ive object for this 

dual operat ion , w h o s e c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y — d i s t i n g u i s h i n g and c o m ­

p o s i n g — i t shows in the most e x e m p l a r y m a n n e r . B o t h b y r is ing up 

f r o m sensible mul t ip l i c i ty to the u n i t y o f F o r m and b y descending 

f r o m the u n i t y o f F o r m to the v a r i o u s fo rms this embraces , all the 

w a y d o w n to " ind iv i s ib le f o r m , " the nude sets in m o t i o n the same 

dialect ic (Platonic) p e n d u l u m that g a v e rise to p h i l o s o p h y in G r e e c e . 
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T h e I m p o s s i b l e N u d e 

T h e contrast that causes the sudden u p s u r g e o f the nude , w h i c h 

has b e c o m e s y m b o l i c o f b o t h the biases and the w o r k i n g s o f G r e e k 

thought , is so p o w e r f u l that it j o l t s even those categor ies w h i c h 

have h i therto seemed the least s u s p e c t — t h o s e that are the most n e u ­

tral because they are pure ly factual , d e n o t i n g n o t h i n g but act iv i ty . 

T h e r e is such a th ing as C h i n e s e " p a i n t i n g " jus t as there is E u r o p e a n 

" p a i n t i n g " : w e say this s imply as a mat ter o f observat ion . A " p a i n t e r " 

" p a i n t s " — t h e ev idence is not m e r e l y tauto log ica l , for it presents this 

ac t i v i ty as gener ic ; yet is " p a i n t i n g " as u n i v o c a l as all that? C o u l d it 

not be that beneath this p r o c l a i m e d identity , " p a i n t i n g " undergoes 

such an internal dissociat ion that the n o t i o n becomes t o o closely r e ­

lated to others and can no l o n g e r be so c lear ly apprehended? N o t that 

it implodes , w h i c h could be the d i rect ion o f c o n t e m p o r a r y pa int ing , 

but m o r e s imply because a m o n g C h i n e s e l iterati , pa in t ing m i g h t be 

part o f a m u c h broader range o f i n q u i r y and att itudes, o f w h i c h this 

w o u l d be o n l y one var ia t ion , and n o l o n g e r so specific. T h e C h i n e s e 

have often spoken o f the l iterati painter , w h i l e he is p a i n t i n g , as b e ­

ing e n g a g e d in " w r i t i n g " ; and this w r i t i n g m i g h t be o p p o s e d to the 

met icu lous w o r k carr ied out w i t h the brush (see the oppos i t ion xie 

yi/gong bi). L e t us ask ourselves i f the abandonment o f the funct ion o f 

representat ion does not m e a n that " p a i n t i n g " n o l o n g e r mainta ins its 

appropriateness . C o u l d its retreat f r o m " b r u s h w o r k , " the t ransgres­

sion o f its o w n frontiers , and its change o f genre have led it to a point 

o f a l ienation? Ear l ier , I feared that ask ing " w h a t " the C h i n e s e painter 

paints m i g h t be t o o ob jec t i f y ing , but n o w I see that this suspicion 

backlashes onto the verb itself and u n d e r m i n e s it. 
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Let 's g i v e this doubt due space. W h e n pa int ing a nude , a painter 

poses it as an object . T h i s is even w h a t I find most a m a z i n g in the o p ­

erat ion o f the nude (whose strangeness should be p r o b e d beneath the 

" a c a d e m i c " usage). I see the be ing o f the m o d e l in front o f m e , w h o m 

I have e v e r y reason to perce ive as be ing as m u c h o f a subject as I a m — 

w i t h a l i fe , fee l ings , hopes , suf fer ings, and so f o r t h — a n d all I retain is 

the i m m o b i l i z e d f o r m ; suddenly , t h r o u g h artistic convent ion , I t u r n 

the m o d e l into a pure object. T h a t is w h y I a m no m o r e tempted b y 

desire for the flesh than I a m m o v e d b y compass ion for its shaming . 



Such is the insulat ing (insolent) p o w e r o f the aesthetic funct ion g l o r i ­

fied b y the nude , w h i c h it i m m e d i a t e l y excludes f r o m all o r d i n a r y 

dea l ings . T h a t a nude p o s e s — a s soon as there is a p o s e — m e a n s that a 

sacrifice is m a d e to A r t , and A r t is " A r t " : self-reflective, dedicated to 

itself, self-justified. O n the dais , o r even posed on a sheet, this nude is 

empt ied o f its inter ior i ty and set apart f r o m the outset ; and this from 

the outset is decis ive . T h e nude is apart in the same w a y that an actor 

enter ing the stage is , cut o f f f r o m his inner life so as to b e c o m e the 

character he has to p lay : the m o d e l lends his/her forms to plastic e x ­

pression, j u s t as an actor lends h is/her v o i c e , breath, gestures to the 

express ion o f sentiments or i d e a s — a nude is o f the same essence as 

the theatre. U n d e r m y attentive g a z e , and because he/she is e x p o s e d , 

the m o d e l cannot interest m e as a person , and his/her present feel ings 

or thoughts have n o m o r e to do w i t h m e than his/her past does . W i t h 

the pose , al l inter subject iv i ty is suspended (even i f its r ights are reas­

serted b e h i n d the scenes: Picasso adopted a h u m o r o u s att i tude t o w a r d 

the a m b i g u i t y o f the relat ion b e t w e e n painter and mode l ) . 

H a s the strangeness o f the relat ionship been sufficiently inves t i ­

gated? T h i s nude is w e l l and t r u l y present, phys ica l ly present , but 

there is n o l o n g e r a n y c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h it. E v e n i f it l o o k s , it is 

w i t h an absent g a z e : f r o m the outset the nude is forbidden to l o o k ; it 

is p r e s e n t — p a s s i v e l y — o n l y to be l o o k e d at. T o reverse the p r e c e d ­

ing concess ive clause into a causal re lat ion, w e should even say that 

because the nude is super lat ive ly and phys i ca l l y present, and the space 

s u r r o u n d i n g it is saturated b y this presence, thereby m o n o p o l i z i n g 

all attention, there is n o longer a n y r o o m for d i a l o g u e to take place . 

^ I T h i s prevents all poss ib i l i ty o f e x c h a n g e w i t h the nude , and w h a t is 

displayed in front o f us therefore impl ies someth ing inaccessible. T h e 

m o d e l is there o n l y as a g u i d e t o w a r d F o r m and as a perceptua l s u p ­

port in the quest for measure and p r o p o r t i o n , p r o v i d i n g a site for the 

u n m e d i a t e d encounter b e t w e e n the concrete and the abstract, each o f 

w h i c h is taken to its e x t r e m e . O n one hand there is the concrete p r e s ­

ence, the unconcea led phys ica l b o d y displayed r ight in front o f us , 

the " h e r e and n o w " o f these s e n s i b l e — c o m p l e t e l y v i s i b l e — c o n t o u r s 

and their flesh. O n the other , its counterpar t , the abstract s i tuat ion: I 
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no l o n g e r take account o f the persona l life o f this " o t h e r , " or o f w h a t 

the i n d i v i d u a l is e x p e r i e n c i n g or t h i n k i n g , but strip a w a y a n y affects 

and propensit ies the m o d e l m i g h t have . T h e s e are a l w a y s m o r e or less 

anecdota l , as the m o d e l is there o n l y for the h a r m o n i c possibi l it ies 

I deduce f r o m it, then detach and transpose onto stone or paper . In 

short , the p o w e r o f the nude lies in the p a r a d o x that a l t h o u g h so close 

to us , this b o d y w i t h its w a r m flesh, v ibrant w i t h l i f e — t h e same life 

that we l l s up in o u r s e l v e s — i s nevertheless apprehended at a distance, 

cut o f f f r o m us, cast into the r a n k o f an object , and exists o n l y as a 

means b y w h i c h w e m a y reach out t o w a r d an ideal i ty . 

N o w set against the p r e c e d i n g r e m a r k s , i f w e press this i n c o n g r u ­

i t y o f the nude into a d i a l o g u e , w h a t does it m e a n , as w a s c o m m o n l y 

said in C h i n e s e , that w h a t the l iterati pa inter does is " w r i t e " ? P a i n t ­

i n g — w r i t i n g : rather than b e i n g t w o c lear ly dist inct te rms , each one 

seeps into and finds its o w n t ruth in the other. W h i l e " p a i n t i n g " (hua) 

actua l ly signifies " d r a w i n g out l ines , " the e t y m o l o g y o f the C h i n e s e 

character 's g raph for it denotes a n a r r o w raised path that runs a r o u n d 

a field and defines its l i m i t s — " w r i t i n g " modi f ies this perspect ive . O f 

course , there are tangible reasons that can be b r o u g h t up to e x p l a i n 

this shift. In C h i n a , w r i t i n g and p a i n t i n g m a k e use o f the same i n ­

s t rument : a brush (both also use ink) ; u n l i k e the letters o f o u r a lpha­

bets, C h i n e s e i d e o g r a m s are also in a w a y pictor ia l m a r k i n g s , w h o s e 

f o r m is d e t e r m i n e d but not fixed (the art o f w r i t i n g lies in breath ing 

life back into them). W h i l e these reasons are c o n v i n c i n g , because they 

concern the mater ia l i t y o f t h i n g s — t h e y are t a n g i b l e — t h i s does not 

m e a n that they are sufficient to exhaust the c o m m o n g r o u n d shared 

b y these not ions o f pa in t ing and w r i t i n g , w h i c h m a k e s their substitu-
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t ion possible . S a y i n g that the l iterati painter " w r i t e s " indicates that 

w h a t he d e p i c t s — w h e t h e r b a m b o o s , rocks , or h u m a n figures—is 

never d i v o r c e d f r o m some intended m e a n i n g , and that even w h e n the 

f o r m he paints is taken f r o m the outside w o r l d , it is still invested w i t h 

his subject iv i ty . T h e treatises insist on this po int , and somet imes even 

m a k e it their first precept : w h a t e v e r his subject matter , be it a b a m b o o 

or a r o c k , the C h i n e s e painter beg ins b y " c o m m u n i n g in spir i t " w i t h 

it (notion of shen-hui), and the artist discloses his subject iv i ty t h r o u g h 
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it. " R e c e i v i n g " the f o r m — " p o u r i n g o u t " his feel ings into it : the r e ­

c iproca l o p e n i n g up and interact ion b e t w e e n these t w o poles is w h a t 

g ives rise to the process o f pa int ing and p o e t r y a l ike , and the painter 's 

" w r i t i n g " — e x p r e s s i v e w r i t i n g — i s as far as it cou ld be f r o m the o b ­

j e c t i f y i n g (isolating) bias e m b o d i e d b y the nude. 

T h e r e is a t e r m in C h i n e s e w h i c h clearly indicates that w h a t the 

painter or the poet depicts remains inhabited b y his in tent iona l i ty ; 

the t e r m also g ives to understand that " w h a t " he p a i n t s — " w r i t e s " — 

is never c o m p l e t e l y objectif iable. Yi: i d e a — v i t a l i t y - i n t e n t i o n - m e a n ­

ing- fee l ing-per t inent v i s ion . . . W h e n he paints , the l iterati pa inter is 

" w r i t i n g yi" (xieyi); and the C h i n e s e refer to the "yi o f the b r u s h " (hi 

yi), and also to an "ancient yi" (guyi) or a " l i v i n g yi9* (shengyi). T a k e n 

in its broadest sense, the n o t i o n designates " w h a t the inner heart 

strives t o w a r d , " and the absence o f a n y t e r m in o u r o w n l a n g u a g e s 

that translates this accurate ly is due less to the w i d e scope o f its 

semantic s p e c t r u m than to the fact that it art iculates planes that w e 

ourselves have d is jo ined, such as those o f m e a n i n g and v i ta l e n e r g y or 

o f desire and idea. (I render t h i s — c a u t i o u s l y — a s " in tent iona l i t y . " 

W i t h o u t a d h e r i n g str ict ly to the p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l sense, I d o retain 

its idea o f an a i m and o f a tension o f consciousness t o w a r d that w h i c h 

it signifies.) 

In depict ing a h u m a n figure, the C h i n e s e painter 's a i m is not to 

represent its b o d i l y f o r m , but to express the subject's m o s t charac­

teristic intent ional i ty . A c c o r d i n g to one o f the great S o n g l iterati (Su 

D o n g p o , to w h o m w e o w e the m a r k e d preference for the t e r m yi; 

LB, p . 454) , " i n e v e r y m a n " there is a par t i cu lar point " w h e r e this 

I in tent iona l i ty is to be f o u n d . " It m i g h t be in the eyes , the e y e b r o w s , 

perhaps in the cheeks , or " b e t w e e n the beard and the cheekbones " . . . 

l ike the three hairs that the painter G u K a i z h i added to his por t ra i t , 

w i t h the result that it w a s then "as t h o u g h his spirit shone t h r o u g h " 

his subject and the latter's great abi l i ty to detect talent w a s expressed 

in those three hairs . In figure pa int ing , the m e t h o d is to l o o k " i n the 

darkness , " a m o n g the " m u l t i t u d e " o f persona l traits , for the one fea­

ture that w i l l best revea l the character . T h e art o f por t ra i ture , it is said, 

be longs to the same dao as p h y s i o g n o m y , so that a g o o d pa inter can 
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b r i n g a f igure to life mere ly b y f inding that point w h e r e the subject's 

intent ional i ty is mani fested , w i t h n o c o n c e r n for the b o d y as a w h o l e . 

A n o t h e r anecdote on the same p a g e tells o f a painter w h o found that 

his portra i t o f a cour t d i g n i t a r y w a s not sufficiently l ike his sitter; but 

one day, as he w a s r e t u r n i n g f r o m the pa lace , he g lee fu l ly shouted, 

" I ' v e got i t ! " H e added three w r i n k l e s to the outer edge o f the eyes , 

so discreet ly that they w e r e a lmost impercept ib le : m a k i n g the sitter 

l o w e r his head and l o o k u p w a r d , w i t h e y e b r o w s raised and a f r o w n 

b e t w e e n the r idges o f the b r o w . . . W i t h this , the crit ic tells us , he had 

captured " t h e great resemblance" : that w h i c h " t ransmits the spir i t . " 

It cou ld be objected that the i m p o r t a n c e g i v e n here to the e x p r e s ­

sion o f intent iona l i ty and inner disposi t ion m a i n l y concerns the art o f 

por t ra i ture , but to the C h i n e s e theoret ic ians the oppos i t ion w a s a l l -

e m b r a c i n g : " w h e t h e r in the art o f w r i t i n g or that o f p a i n t i n g , " one 

should "apprehend things b y b e c o m i n g one w i t h their spir i t , " w h e r e ­

as it is difficult to "seek it o u t " " f r o m the s tar t ing-point o f tangible 

f o r m s " (Shen G u a , LB, p . 43) . T h e f o r m u l a is accepted w i s d o m : w h a t ­

ever the subject o f the pa int ing , " o n c e the intent ional i ty appears , it is 

c o m p l e t e , " the pa int ing is per fect , the artist has " reached the internal 

c o h e r e n c e " and "penetrated the d imens ion o f spir i t . " Consequent ly , 

"a natura l m o d e o f intent iona l i ty is attained f r o m afar." T h e w o r d 

" n a t u r a l " is apposite , because this intent ional i ty emanates spontane­

ous ly w i t h o u t h a v i n g been contro l led , constructed , or objecti f ied. 

B u t w h y from afar? L i k e the p o e t , the pa inter refuses to grasp the 

figuration " t i g h t l y " : far f r o m indicat ing indif ference on the part o f 

the artist , this distance preserves the field o f expans ion necessary for 

its express ion , w h i c h w o u l d be h a m p e r e d in an enclosed face-to- face 
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situation that w o u l d m a k e an object o f it. A n d jus t as he a l l o w s r o o m 

for the f iguration's p r e g n a n c e to flower as it emanates and decants , the 

artist also g ives h i m s e l f some distance to cover , so as to d iscover his 

figuration as he clears a path to it. T h i s " f r o m afar" permi t s b o t h poles 

to e n g a g e in a process t h r o u g h w h i c h they can aspire to a " m e e t i n g , " 

instead o f facing each other in a locked stance. A n e x a m p l e m i g h t 

be seen in ancient pa int ing , w h i c h " d e p i c t e d the i n t e n t i o n a l i t y " and 

the state o f m i n d , not " the f o r m . " T h e one is even the condi t ion o f 
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the other : it is b y " f o r g e t t i n g the f o r m , " w h i c h is tangib le , present , 

and object i f ied, that one "reaches the in tent iona l i t y " and the state o f 

m i n d . T h e s e can o n l y be captured " b e y o n d the i n k and b r u s h , " j u s t as 

the r ichness o f m e a n i n g can o n l y be grasped " b e y o n d the w o r d s . " 

O n c e aga in , the Mustard Seed Garden g ives us a descr ipt ion o f the 

technical i t ies . It first establishes that the fact that pa in t ing a ims to 

" w r i t e " the intent ional i ty relates it to the art o f curs ive script in ca l ­

l igraphy , w h o s e speed o f e x e c u t i o n — a l t h o u g h rapid i ty is , o f course , 

not sufficient in i t s e l f — m a k e s it far m o r e difficult than that o f r e g u ­

lar script, w h e r e each stroke is m a d e separately. T h i s is w h y it is said 

w i t h regard to pa int ing that " w r i t i n g must be l i n k e d to intent ion­

a l i ty , " so that " i f n o intent iona l i ty is be ing expressed , " " t h e brush 

cannot be put to paper . " I f intent iona l i ty is c o n v e y e d , on the other 

h a n d , it necessar i l y f o l l o w s that , as in the i l lus t rat ion b e l o w , the 

subjects pa inted " s e e m to be l o o k i n g at each other , even i f they have 

no e y e s " and " s e e m to be l i s tening to each other, even t h o u g h they 
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have n o ears . " B e i n g a technical treatise, this m a n u a l puts f o r w a r d a 

n u m b e r o f schematic e x a m p l e s : in one , the f igures are d r i n k i n g b e ­

neath m u l b e r r y t r e e s — i t is the c h r y s a n t h e m u m - p i c k i n g season; in 

another , one is sitt ing a lone , rec i t ing a p o e m (see i l lustrat ion p . 1 0 3 ) 

. . . B o t h the specific s ituation and the intent ional i ty that p e r v a d e s it are 

expressed s imul taneous ly and in el l ipt ical fashion: " this is mani fes ted 

in an indirect w a y and emerges o b l i q u e l y " in one or t w o strokes o f the 

brush. O r " b e t w e e n one or t w o strokes o f the b r u s h , " as the C h i n e s e 

says m o r e precisely , so as to a l l o w r o o m for the stroke's e x p a n s i v e -

ness. T e c h n i c a l l y speak ing , this means r e c o m m e n d i n g an e c o n o m y 

o f means taken to the point o f scarcity. " I t somet imes happens that 

w h a t a great m a n y brushstrokes fail to capture can suddenly be e x ­

pressed in one or t w o " : e m a n a t i n g unceas ingly , the " s u b t l e " can then 

be " a t t a i n e d " and the pa int ing or the p o e m is r ich in allusiveness. 

^ X I I ^ 

T h e C h i n e s e painter w o r k s "ob l ique ly , " us ing o n l y a f e w tenuous 

brushstrokes that are v i r t u a l l y impercept ib le but sufficiently pregnant 

to express the subject's w h o l e character . T h r e e hairs on the cheek, a 

characterist ic fold o f the eyel ids : in l iterati pa int ing , the express ion o f 

intent iona l i ty operates t h r o u g h m i n u t e detai ls , heedless o f the o v e r ­

all f o r m — i t is indic ia l . T h i s h igh l ights the contrast that g ives us the 

nude. F o r in Weste rn art the representat ion o f the h u m a n f o r m e x ­

presses the inner fee l ing, or the ideas, in w h a t is essential ly a s y m b o l i c 

m o d e , i n v o l v i n g the entire s t ructured f o r m . A s repeated b y Sche l l ing , 

f o l l o w i n g the ideas o f W i n c k e l m a n n , Less ing , and H e r d e r , the ear ly 

I p roponents o f aesthetics in E u r o p e (Philosophy of Art, chapter 4 , § 1 2 3 ) , 

w h a t the artist b r ings to the fore t h r o u g h the nude is the " s y m b o l i c 

s igni f icance" o f the h u m a n f o r m . T h i s should be unders tood as m e a n ­

ing not o n l y the s y m b o l i s m o f the s tanding pos i t ion , s i g n i f y i n g the 

t radi t ional ly celebrated " u p r o o t i n g f r o m the e a r t h " ; but also, i f the 

h u m a n f o r m is reso lved into c o m p o n e n t parts , the s y m b o l i s m o f the 

t w o par t i cu la r " s y s t e m s " (nutrit ion and reproduct ion on one h a n d 

and free m o v e m e n t on the other) , together w i t h their subordinat ion 

to the " h i g h e r sys tem o f w h i c h the head is the center . " T h i s takes us 

back to the not ion o f a synthet ic h a r m o n y , w h i c h is w h a t supports 
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the s y m b o l i s m : " T h e s e diverse systems c a r r y a s y m b o l i c m e a n i n g 

in themselves , but they can o n l y reach it comple te ly t h r o u g h a s u b ­

ord inat ion such as that i m p o s e d u p o n t h e m b y the h u m a n f o r m , " 

Sche l l ing goes on . T h i s h u m a n f o r m is indeed the " a r c h e t y p e o f an i ­

m a l f o r m s , " for whereas the other species " l i v e o n l y as part o f the 

b a c k g r o u n d o f the a t m o s p h e r e " (auf dem Grund des Luftmeers), m a n 

"stands out w i t h the greatest f r e e d o m " at the same t ime that his f o r m 

expresses the " l i n k " b e t w e e n heaven and earth and the passage f r o m 

one to the other. It is i m p o r t a n t to be clear about this "at the same 

t i m e " on w h i c h the nude hangs : the fact that , t h r o u g h his f o r m , m a n 

both stands out (against the b a c k g r o u n d o f the w o r l d ) and combines 

w i t h i n h i m s e l f (the o p p o s i n g factors at w o r k in the universe) h i g h ­

l ights the u n i q u e s y m b o l i c funct ion that devo lves u p o n the nude . In 

other w o r d s , the p o w e r o f h a r m o n i c integrat ion p r o p e r to man's f o r m 

is all the m o r e s t r ik ing because on one h a n d , a m o n g all be ings , he is 

the o n l y one not fu l ly integrated into the order o f processes , and on 

the other , his f o r m is s t rung b e t w e e n the conf l ict ing forces that d r a w 

a cosmos out o f chaos . 

T h e r e w o u l d be n o t h i n g rea l ly n e w to be learned f r o m f o l l o w ­

ing Sche l l ing and the first G e r m a n aestheticians in their i n v e n t o r y o f 

the ana log ica l signif icances associated w i t h the v a r i o u s parts o f the 

h u m a n b o d y , for they are d r a w n f r o m the old tables o f the i m a g i n a ­

t ion. T h e b o d y is s h o w n as a landscape that reconstitutes the w h o l e 

universe : the head "signif ies (bedeutet) the heavens , " and p r o m i n e n t l y 

the sun; the chest and the organs attached to it character ize the p a s ­

sage f r o m the sky to the earth and " s i g n i f y the a tmosphere" ; the cav­

i ty o f the b o d y signifies the h e a v e n l y vau l t a rching o v e r the ear th , 

w h i l e the reproduct ive force at w o r k w i t h i n the earth is represented 

b y the a b d o m e n ; and so on. E a c h ind iv iduated element suggests a spe­

cific v o c a t i o n that is w o v e n in w i t h a w e b o f associat ions, and this is 

w h y each o f these elements is so i m p o r t a n t precisely for its form. A t the 

same t i m e , w i t h i n the p a r t s - t o - w h o l e relat ionship that is established 

in the h u m a n b o d y , w h a t is preva lent is the signif icance o f the w h o l e 

to w h i c h al l o f these elements contr ibute : even w h i l e it is in repose , 

the h u m a n f o r m evokes "a se l f -contained and per fect ly stable sys tem 

o f m o v e m e n t s " w h o s e overa l l e q u i l i b r i u m "proves to be an i m a g e 
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o f the u n i v e r s e . " T h e h u m a n b o d y also reproduces the interre lat ion 

b e t w e e n the h idden and the mani fest , the bur ied and the u n c o v e r e d , 

inherent in the universe : indeed , in b o t h the b o d y and the universe , 

all that can be r e c o g n i z e d f r o m the outside is the perfect h a r m o n y , 

the ba lance o f the f igure , and the r h y t h m o f the m o v e m e n t s , w h i l e 

the "secret w o r k i n g s o f l i f e " r e m a i n concealed and the " p r e p a r a t o r y 

stages and the p r o d u c t i o n w o r k s h o p s " are inter ior ized . W h e t h e r in 

the h u m a n b o d y , or the earth and the universe , life as the " p r o d u c t o f 

inner w o r k i n g s " becomes concentrated on the surface, w h e r e it is dif­

fused as " p u r e beauty . " T h i s is h o w , t h r o u g h the incessantly c h a n g i n g 

conf igurat ions created b y the u n d e r l y i n g tensions, the musc le c o n ­

tours on the surface o f the h u m a n b o d y c o m e to be the l i v i n g " s y m ­

bol o f the universa l s t ructure o f the w o r l d " u n r e m i t t i n g l y pursued 

b y b o t h painters and sculptors . A l r e a d y accord ing to W i n c k e l m a n n , 

m u s c u l a r m o v e m e n t is comparable to a r is ing sea swel l w h o s e o r i g i n 

is as ye t u n k n o w n : " A s the sea beg ins to surge and its surface, c a l m 

unt i l that m o m e n t , swells and boi ls into a mass o f w a v e s , one o f w h i c h 

is submerged o n l y to burst out under the cur l ing overfa l ls o f a n o t h ­

er, so does a muscle swel l gent ly and, as t h o u g h f loating, m o v e into 

another that d r a w s it o n w a r d , w h i l e a third rises b e t w e e n the t w o and 

seems to accentuate the m o v e m e n t as it disappears b e t w e e n t h e m , and 

to s w a l l o w o u r g a z e . " 

Sche l l ing concludes that the reason w h y the h u m a n f o r m lacks 

" the strange c lothing possessed b y the a n i m a l s " is so that on the surface 

as well it should be " n o m o r e than an organ" s e r v i n g as a per fect i n ­

s t rument for c o n v e y i n g the mani festat ions o f the soul and the inner 

l i fe. S ince , according; to dual ist ic postulates , the v o c a t i o n o f art is to 
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represent ideas that are " ra ised a b o v e m a t t e r , " there is n o object 

" m o r e g e n e r a l l y a t tuned to the plastic a r t s " than the h u m a n f o r m , 

w h i c h is the " i m m e d i a t e express ion o f the soul and o f reason . " T h e 

same e n c o m i u m w a s appl ied to Class ica l ant iquity , w h o s e a r c h a e o ­

log ica l remains w e r e b e i n g d u g up in the w a k e o f its r e d i s c o v e r y 

d u r i n g this p e r i o d . W h e n the G e r m a n aestheticians celebrated the 

h u m a n f o r m , w h a t they had in m i n d w e r e w o r k s such as the famous 

Laocoon o r the Torso of Hercules, but the e x a m p l e s cou ld e q u a l l y w e l l 

include Bott ice l l i ' s Calumny of Apelles, w h i c h contrasts so forceful ly 
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w i t h his Venus (see i l lustrat ion p . 1 0 7 ) . In Calumny, the s t r ik ing o p ­

posi t ion o f the h e a v i l y draped s u r r o u n d i n g f igures g ives even greater 

emphasis to the p o w e r o f detachment and s y m b o l i z a t i o n o f the nude , 

w h i c h in this instance, t h r o u g h the t rans i t iv i ty o f the m e a n i n g that 

runs t h r o u g h it, becomes u n a m b i g u o u s l y a l legor ica l . T r u t h a lone 

stands p r o u d and erect , divested o f a n y t h i n g that covers and conceals , 

f ronta l ly e x p o s e d and absolutely nude : the " n a k e d t r u t h . " T h i s is not 

actua l ly specified in the ancient text on Ape l les on w h i c h the pa int ing 

is b a s e d — a n d " s h y and modest T r u t h " is all that A lber t i ' s descr ipt ion 

ment ions (On Painting, b o o k 3) . In Bott ice l l i ' s pa int ing , h o w e v e r , 

t h r o u g h the b o d i l y d i s s y m m e t r y ar is ing f r o m the classic shift o f the 

h i p — t h e f igure is m o r e c u r v i l i n e a r and still graceful on one side, 

m o r e g e o m e t r i c a l l y l inear and e longated on the o t h e r — a l l the e le ­

ments o f the compos i t ion c o n v e r g e into a s ingle , ostensibly s y m b o l i c 

gesture , p o i n t i n g u p w a r d to an invis ible Jus t ice cal led to w i t n e s s , and 

w h o s e p o w e r — o r so the inner c o n v i c t i o n seems to b e — w i l l one d a y 

f inal ly be t r i u m p h a n t . 

W e h a v e , then, the symbol and the indice, set at a distance f r o m each 

other so as to a l l o w r o o m for b o t h the poss ib i l i ty and the i m p o s s i ­

b i l i ty o f the nude . I have chosen to stand the t w o against each other 

in order to separate the respect ive aesthetic tradit ions o f C h i n a and 

the West , prec ise ly because, as they art iculate the relat ionship b e ­

t w e e n the vis ible and the invis ible in different w a y s , the s y m b o l and 

the indice also point to each other. R a t h e r than b r i n g i n g up the c u s ­

t o m a r y oppos i t ions on w h i c h the concept ion o f the s y m b o l is u s u ­

al ly g r o u n d e d ( symbol/metaphor , s y m b o l / a l l e g o r y , and so on), w e 

should start w i t h w h a t is most fami l ia r , e v e n i f later on w e find that 

1 0 8 I 
the semiotics thus set up have shifted out o f ki l ter . T h e s y m b o l rests 

on establ ishing t w o dist inct planes , w h e r e the s y m b o l i z e r (concrete) 

points to an invis ible s y m b o l i z e d (ideaistic) that is an inte l l ig ible (for 

e x a m p l e : the b i rd , s y m b o l o f f reedom) . W h e n it comes to the indice , 

h o w e v e r , the relat ionship is that b e t w e e n the detai l and the w h o l e ; 

it is one m i n u t e po int that reveals the entirety , its funct ion be ing to 

p r o v i d e the clue (a ha i r or a f ingerpr int is e n o u g h to e x p o s e the u n ­

k n o w n author o f the cr ime) . T h e " f ine , " " t e n u o u s , " " subt le , " a lmost 

invis ible indicat ion m a r k s the transit ion b e t w e e n the manifest aspect 
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o f the p h e n o m e n o n and its unseen aspect , at w h i c h it hints . T o be 

precise , as s h o w n in the f o r e g o i n g e x a m p l e s , the indice is the point 

w h e r e the vis ible and the invis ible compenétrate each other instead o f 

spl itt ing up into over lapp ing planes . T h e synthet ic h a r m o n y o f the 

h u m a n b o d y displayed before o u r eyes can be s y m b o l i c o f a s y s t e m ­

a t i c — i n t e l l i g i b l e — s t r u c t u r e o f the universe (musical , m a t h e m a t i c a l 

. . . ), o r the m u s c u l a r tension and e longat ion can be s y m b o l i c o f the 

figure's aspiration to T r u t h . B u t i f it is c lear ly perce ived , the indica­

t ive detai l o f the three hairs d r a w n on the cheek, or a s imple creasing 

o f the features, is sufficient to g i v e a g l i m p s e o f the subject's complete 

character and to s h o w the ful l measure o f his talent. T h e indice is o f 

the order o f the trace, not o f the i m a g e ; w h i l e the s y m b o l i c relates 

to a log ic o f representat ion (and requires interpretat ion in order to 

reconstruct its m e a n i n g on the ideaistic plane), the indic ia l relates to a 

log ic o f suggest ion (allusion) that needs to be p r o l o n g e d and unfo lded 

in order to obta in its ful l effect. 

In ancient C h i n a , w o r d s o f w i s d o m are f requent ly expressed in an 

indicia l m o d e , and this is w h a t m a k e s t h e m so d isappoint ing to a n y ­

one w h o has not learned to read them. T h e y are d e v o i d o f both the 

a l legor ica l and the not iona l . In his Analects (7.8), C o n f u c i u s says: " I 

lift one corner and w i l l g o n o further unt i l m y inter locutor has found 

the other three . " C o n f u c i u s barely m a k e s an utterance; he avoids b o t h 

lessons and p a r a b l e s — b u t invar iab ly puts us on the track. M e n c i u s 

does l i k e w i s e : rather than m o r a l i z i n g and t r y i n g to conver t b y ar­

g u m e n t a t i o n , w h i c h is a l w a y s open to debate, he s imply shows that 

the o r d i n a r y man's b e h a v i o r a l ready displays m o r a l i t y in the f o r m o f 

" s h o o t s " that surface and hint at it (the si duan). O n e such indicat ion ^ 

is the feel ing o f " p i t y " w e suddenly feel as w e see a chi ld about to fall 

into a w e l l , and w h i c h is e n o u g h to revea l a basic h u m a n i t y in us (to 

w h i c h the concerns o f e v e r y d a y life m a k e us obl iv ious) . T h i s be ing so, 

at ta in ing v i r t u e w i l l " o n l y " be a matter o f e x t e n d i n g such reactions to 

the w h o l e o f o u r conduct , w h e r e usua l ly they mere ly " b r e a k t h r o u g h " 

f r o m t i m e to t i m e . S imi lar ly , the a i m o f us ing the Book of Changes (Yi 

jing) is to read in the figures o f the h e x a g r a m s the indic ia l tendencies 

that disclose the evo lut ion o f c o m i n g events (notion of/7); m o r e g e n ­

eral ly speak ing , all o f C h i n e s e s trategy lies in the art o f detect ing the 
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indices and m a k i n g use o f t h e m . 3 In l ight o f so m a n y e x a m p l e s , the 

i n q u i r y cou ld just i f iably be m o v e d to a m o r e general p lane : m i g h t the 

indice be an operat ional m o d e , in terms o f the " f i n e " — " t e n u o u s " — 

" s u b t l e " (a l though w e have to g o b e y o n d an anecdotal interpretat ion 

o f these w o r d s ) , favored b y the C h i n e s e " w o r l d " in the most v a r i e d 

domains? A m o d e such as this w o u l d indeed jus t i f y speak ing o f a 

" w o r l d . " F o r a l though I a m w e l l a w a r e o f the reticence that w i l l greet 

the r isk o f such a conceptua l izat ion , w h i c h seems to be dea l ing w i t h 

tota l ized w h o l e s , I , for one , cannot be satisfied w i t h a na ive i m a g e o f 

the c h a r m i n g l y exot ic C h i n e s e " re f inement . " N o r can I renounce t r y ­

ing to establish the log ic o f the operat ions that e v e r y t h i n g shows to 

have been unders tood b y the C h i n e s e as be ing i n t e r w o v e n , and that 

the " l i t e ra t i , " w h o w e r e the emblemat ic figures o f this cu l ture , m a ­

nipulated as such. A s a final i l lustrat ion I w i l l take poet ry . In C h i n a , 

w i t h a f e w notable except ions such as L i H e and L i S h a n g y i n , p o e t r y 

m a k e s l imi ted use o f symbol s . T h e s e are codif ied ( "white c louds , " 

"pale m o o n " . . . ) and serve as s tereotyped i m a g e s w h o s e c o n v e n t i o n ­

al impact has to be r e v i v e d e v e r y t i m e they are used. T h e feel ing o f 

" a b a n d o n m e n t " e v o k e d b y the p o e m — a classic t h e m e — i s n o n e t h e ­

less suggested b y discreet indices : a s lackened belt (no strength to feed 

onese l f . . . ) , the p a t h w a y is covered in n e w l y g r o w n grass (now t rod 

b y so f e w vis i tors . . . ). N o w h e r e is sadness specif ical ly m e n t i o n e d , 

but e v e r y t h i n g al ludes to it. It is a "state o f m i n d " that n o w o r d 

can capture and that defies descr ipt ion, but w h i c h can be revea led b y 

one slight detai l ; and as the e m o t i o n pierces t h r o u g h indirect ly , this 

inf inites imal detai l touches u p o n the infinite. 

no I 

^ € X I I I 

T h e sun d o m i n a t e s , the h e a v e n l y vau l t covers , and the g r o u n d b e ­

l o w g ives n o u r i s h m e n t : it could be said that the entire sys tem o f the 

3. Here I refer to earlier analyses in order to coordinate them. For indicial expression in 
the Analects of Confucius, see Detour and Access, chap. 9; the concept of the indices of moral 
conscience according to Mencius is discussed in Fonder la morale, chap. 4; with regard to the 
indicial tendencies detected through the hexagrams, see Figures de VImmanence, chap. 8, par. 
2; and for strategic discernment, see A Treatise on Efficacy: Between Western and Chinese Think­
ing, chap. 5, pars. 2 and 3. 
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universe is to be found w i t h i n the f o r m o f a n u d e — i t is f o r m itself; 

here the universe breathes as it does in the recurrent m o v e m e n t o f 

w a v e s . B u t once it is str ipped o f the w e b o f associations incessantly 

attached to it b y the i m a g i n a r y , and once w e get past the s y m b o l i c 

scarp w h o s e folds h a r b o r these associat ions, the f o r m o f the nude is no 

longer sel f -evident . W i t h its w h o l e b o d y stretched taut to c o v e r the 

invis ible , as t h o u g h it a lone , yet in its ent irety , w e r e the v is ible side 

o f another w o r l d , the f o r m o f the nude signals other demarcat ions . 

R a i s e d on a pedestal b y an entire c iv i l i za t ion , it shows a g l i m p s e o f 

other splits in its foundat ions . In par t icu lar , it points to the interest 

that first G r e e k and then E u r o p e a n cu l ture s h o w e d in m o d e l i z a t i o n , 

w h e t h e r this m o d e l i z a t i o n p r o c e e d e d f r o m imi ta t ion or f r o m idea l ­

i z a t i o n — t h e nude has cont inua l l y osci l lated b e t w e e n these t w o poles 

t h r o u g h o u t its h i s t o r y — a n d w h e t h e r it w a s based on anatomica l 

analysis or mathemat ica l ca lculat ions . S u c h is the p o w e r attr ibuted 

to abstract f o r m — a b s t r a c t in b o t h senses o f the w o r d : o f b e i n g a b ­

stracted f r o m the p o s i n g m o d e l , and o f b e i n g abstract as an essence; 

the one supports the other, and the t w o are uni ted in the a rchetype . 

A s is c o n f i r m e d in e v e r y respect , o u r " t h e o r y " has a l w a y s modelized, 

and this is w h a t science in the West o w e s its t r i u m p h to . E v e n p o l i t i ­

cal thought can be seen d r a w i n g up the p lan o f the ideal c i ty in the 

same w a y that an artist w o u l d d r a w the canonica l n u d e — a s w e saw 

earlier, P la to m a k e s a c o m p a r i s o n b e t w e e n the t w o . T h e y share the 

c o m m o n b a c k g r o u n d o f a possible mathemat iza t ion o f real i ty , w h i c h 

is to be seen in Cle isthenes ' foundat ion o f the G r e e k c i ty on the basis 

o f numer ica l d is tr ibut ion and the ca lculat ion o f the propor t ions o f 

the nude a l ike . 

T h e nude stands at the crossroads o f t w o requirements related to 

t w o c o m p l e m e n t a r y log ics : it o w e s its rise to this c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

u n v e i l i n g (the i m a g e is reve la tory) and m o d e l i z i n g (with a v i e w to 

ach iev ing the ideal image) . N o w C h i n e s e c iv i l i za t ion is mis t rus t ­

ful o f the r e v e l a t o r y p o w e r o f the i m a g e , w h i c h it usua l ly restricts 

to ana log ica l s imilar i t ies (bi yw), jus t as it remains untouched b y r e ­

l ig ious R e v e l a t i o n ; it prefers to scrut inize indices such as the cracks 

that appear on bones or tortoise shells subjected to f lames, and w h o s e 

patterns are used to detect future conf igurat ions . It seems to m e that 
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C h i n e s e " r e a s o n " is less m o d e l i z i n g than schemat iz ing , g i v e n its 

attentiveness to the significant m a r k and its refusal to construct an 

abstract universe o f F o r m s and essences. T h e d i a g r a m s o f the Book 

of Changes (Yijing) are the p r o t o t y p e o f this schemat izat ion . 4 B e y o n d 

these h e x a g r a m m a t i c figures, f r o m w h i c h it supposedly der ives , 

C h i n e s e w r i t i n g , w i t h its ideographic del ineat ions , also perta ins to 

the t y p i c a l schematizat ions that b e c a m e standardized as a result o f 

decisions m a d e b y the scribes and t h r o u g h convent iona l usage . I f the 

sun Q can a l ready be seen t h r o u g h the trees w h i l e the m o o n is still 

in the sky, this w i l l indicate " d a y b r e a k " ^ (ancient g raph | ^ ) ; i f the 

sun has risen above the h o r i z o n , or m o r e precisely, a b o v e a lake (in 

w h i c h it is reflected) JL (ancient g r a p h ^ ), it w i l l m e a n " m o r n i n g " ; 

and w h e n the sett ing sun is still v is ible a m o n g the branches (ancient 

g raph ^ ), it w i l l be " e v e n i n g . " In associat ion w i t h the m o o n , it 

means " b r i g h t , " " t o sh ine . " tfjj O r to g i v e another e x a m p l e , w h e n a 

tree " ^ i s repeated, it indicates a w o o d y f ^ o r a forest ^ ; i f p receded 

b y the radical for man / s ^ (ancient g r a p h ^ ) — a m a n leaning against 

a t r e e — i t means " t o rest " ^ (ancient g raph ); or s u r m o u n t e d b y a 

hand (taking the fruit ancient g raph ^ ), it w i l l m e a n " t o p i c k " ; 

and so forth . 

I W h a t is ac tua l ly so a m a z i n g about the C h i n e s e l a n g u a g e is not so 

m u c h that it is i d e o g r a p h i c — a f t e r a l l , a l a n g u a g e can o n l y be either 

4. This schematization operates on the basis of two types of lines, continuous or broken 
(- and - - ) , standing for the opposite and complementary factors yin and yang. These lines are 
combined to produce a series of figures of either three or six lines, of which some form the 
general structure of the whole (hexagrams 1 and 2: Heaven - Earth ; 11 and 12: Rise - Fall, 
etc.), while others (9: the humble person's power to provide; 21: the corners of the mouth) 
are of a more anecdotic nature. This suffices for the schematization from the simplest to the 
most peculiar, and even including the enigma of the "concrete"—of the bipolar structure of 
the real as a process of continual interactions that suggest the future trend of a given situa­
tion through these randomly obtained lines. 
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center of the wings; that is to say that, if the center of gravity is far from 

the midpoint of the wings , the bird's descent is very oblique, whereas if it 

is close to the center of the wings , this bird's descent is barely slanted. 

c*si, 431 . How can one show a figure that appears to be forty braccia high in a twen-

ty-braccia space, while ensuring that its limbs are in proportion and that 

it stands upright? 

In this case, as always, the painter must not be troubled by the shape 

of the wall or partition upon which he paints, especially if this painting 

is to be seen from a window or other aperture. For the eye does not need 

to take account of the flatness or curve of the wall, but solely o f what is 

to be represented beyond it, at different points in the landscape painted. 

It would nevertheless be preferable to draw the figure in the curve rfg, for 

this contains no angles. 

c^t, 432. How can a figure be made to seem twenty-four braccia high, on a wall 

whose height is twelve braccia? 

If you wish to draw a figure or anything else that appears to be twen­

ty-four braccia high, do it in the following manner. 

First draw upon the wall mn one-half of the man you wish to repre­

sent. You wil l then do the other half on the arch mr. But before marking 

out the figure on the arch, draw somewhere else a reproduction of the 

wall and the arch on which you are to paint it. Behind the outline of this 

wall, you wil l then draw the figure in profile, whatever size you like, and 

link up all the lines of the figure to point t. You wil l reproduce the way 

these lines intersect rn to draw your figure on the wall, which is similar to 

the one on which you are to paint, and this wil l give you all your figure's 

heights and projections. As for the widths or thicknesses on the straight 

wall mn, you wil l give them their proper form for the figure diminishes of 

its own accord in the vanishing perspective of the wall. 

With regard to the figure in the arch, it wi l l have to be reduced 

as though it were upright, and you wil l have to make this reduction in 





ideographic or p h o n e t i c — a s the fact that it is the o n l y one to have 

r e m a i n e d so, despite the demands o f " m o d e r n i z a t i o n " and pressure 

f r o m official p o w e r such as w a s seen in the M a o i s t p e r i o d . N o w , tak­

ing a last l o o k at the Mustard Seed Gardens technical i l lustrations 

teaching the depict ion o f the h u m a n f igure , it is p la in to see that they 

der ive f r o m the same pr inciple . F o r they conta in no calculat ions as to 

w h a t f o r m the b o d y should take in response to the effort m a d e b y the 

var ious muscles and in accordance w i t h the analysis o f the forces at 

w o r k ; nor are there any measurements o f the angles that w i l l ensure 

the most accurate render ing o f perspect ive . Such calculat ions w e r e , 

o f course , the basis o f the m o d e l i z a t i o n o f the nude as taught b y L e o ­

nardo in his Treatise on Painting (see i l lustrat ion p. 1 1 3 ) . T h e C h i n e s e 

i l lustrations schematize both the " a t t i t u d e " and the " i n t e n t i o n a l i t y " 

(du andy/) m u c h as i d e o g r a m s d o , w h e t h e r the f igure is a lone , i n w a r d -

l o o k i n g and medi ta t i ve , or t u r n e d t o w a r d someone else, o r is facing 

another f igure but suddenly l o o k i n g a w a y (see i l lustrat ion p . 1 1 4 ) . Y e t 

to express w h a t the figure's gaze is d r a w n to and w h a t att i tude it 

c o n v e y s , there is never any need to represent the eyes themselves : the 

angle o f the head and the m o v e m e n t o f the sleeves suffice to suggest it 

all . E i ther the l iterati painter chooses to s h o w the pupi ls o f the eyes , 

t h r o u g h w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g is c o n v e y e d , as a discreet indicat ion, or he 

refuses all detai l and his depict ion is broad and schematic . F o r w h a t is 

rendered is not the c lever ly a n a l y z e d m o v e m e n t o f phys ica l s trength, 

but the m o v e m e n t o f inner tension, captured in a " c u r s i v e " l ine that 

expresses w h a t is h a p p e n i n g w i t h i n the f igures or b e t w e e n them. 

T h e i r in tent iona l i ty is apprehended " f r o m afar ," p r e s e r v i n g its abi l i ty 

for further d e v e l o p m e n t ; these are si lhouettes that c o m m u n i c a t e the 

intensity o f life in its boundless d i v e r s i t y — t h e y are not bluepr ints . 

^ € X I V ^ 

O n read ing the c o m m e n t s o f C h i n e s e critics w h o so assiduously 

repeated each other t h r o u g h o u t the " t r a d i t i o n , " and seeing h o w at­

tuned their counsels on the art o f f igurat ion w e r e to the theoret ical 

biases o f this cu l ture , par t i cu la r l y as regards the indissociabi l i ty o f 

the r e g u l a t i n g coherence and the e n e r g y that condenses to f o r m the 
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concrete (li and qi), o r — t o v i e w it f r o m the opposite s t a n d p o i n t — t h e 

cont inual transit ion f r o m the tangible to the sphere o f the spirit , v i a 

the stage o f the " t e n u o u s " — " s u b t l e " — d e l i c a t e , " one cou ld a lmost be 

lu l led into los ing any sense o f astonishment . For tunate ly , the nude 

shakes us out o f a n y such inc l inat ion to acquiescence and abrupt ly i n ­

terrupts the process o f ass imi lat ion ("s inicizat ion") to w h i c h such a 

consensus w a s impercept ib ly l ead ing us: for in all these cr i t ica l tex ts , 

inc lud ing those dea l ing w i t h the art o f character f igurat ion, there is 

a lmost never any ment ion o f " b e a u t y " — o f that b e a u t y w h o s e ideal is 

e m b o d i e d b y the nude. 

O n this po int the paral le l is easy to establish, and the contrast is 

en l ighten ing . M e d i o c r e painters in the C h i n e s e t radi t ion w e r e cr i t i ­

c ized for g i v i n g greater i m p o r t a n c e to f o r m a l resemblance than to 

c o n v e y i n g the " sp i r i t , " because the consistency o f f o r m serves o n l y as 

a trace or an indicat ion o f the passage o f the spirit . In G r e e c e , D e m e ­

trius w a s cr i t ic ized for g i v i n g greater i m p o r t a n c e to u n d i s c r i m i n a t -

ing resemblance and fidelity to nature than to " b e a u t y . " 

F o r h o w do the C h i n e s e crit ics express their a d m i r a t i o n o f a l a n d ­

scape pa int ing? " T h e peaks w r e a t h e d in clouds and the aspect o f the 

rocks : the dev ice is a natura l one that bears no ev idence (of the pa int ­

er's ski l l ) ; a thought b o r n e b y the brush deploys itself spontaneous ly 

in all d i rect ions : indeed , this part ic ipates in the cont inua l c reat ion-

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n " ( M i F u , q u o t i n g Z h a n g Y a n y u a n ; LB, p . 4 5 7 ) . T h e s e 

crit ics po int out the soar ing q u a l i t y that results f r o m the f r e e d o m o f 

e x e c u t i o n and transcends the b r u s h w o r k ; they praise its abi l i ty to g o 

h a n d in h a n d w i t h the process o f natura l generat ion , but they never 

condense its v a l u e and a l l o w it to be s u b s u m e d — r e d u c e d ? — u n d e r 
1 1 6 | 

the head ing o f beauty . T h i s h e a d i n g is, on pr inc ip le , u n i q u e . N o w , 

I should l ike to cast suspicion so far as to w o n d e r i f the " b e a u t i f u l " 

m i g h t not cause us some loss. L e t o u r i m a g i n a t i o n conce ive o f a d e e p ­

e n i n g pleasure , u n t r a m m e l e d b y any not iona l focus that w o u l d i m ­

m o b i l i z e and construct it and also c i r cumscr ibe it s imply b y u n i f y i n g 

it and m a k i n g it h o m o g e n o u s . A pleasure, in other w o r d s , that w o u l d 

retain the poss ib i l i ty o f d e v e l o p i n g a long w i t h the critic's s w e r v ­

ing beacons . M o r e i m p o r t a n t stil l : here , cr it ical scrut iny is b r o u g h t 

to bear on the creat ive process t h r o u g h w h i c h the w o r k comes into 
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be ing and deve lops , and is not restr icted to the pure ly percept ive 

j u d g m e n t o f taste, on w h i c h aesthetics has been g r o u n d e d . T h e t e r m 

"aesthet ics" had to be i m p o r t e d f r o m the West in the late n ineteenth 

c e n t u r y ; in Chinese/ Japanese it has been t r a n s l a t e d — a n d the choice 

points up the nature o f the i m p o r t a t i o n — a s " s t u d y o f the b e a u t i f u l " 

(meixue, bigaku). 
A n d w h a t do the C h i n e s e crit ics say w i t h regard to f igure pa int ­

ing? T h e y praise the sensible " b r i l l i a n c e " and " r a d i a n c e " that a l l o w 

the d imens ion o f the " s p i r i t " to shine t h r o u g h the phys ica l form 

(notion o f shen-cai), for its express iveness is w h a t ensures the figure's 

" v i t a l i t y " and creates the f iguration's p o w e r to " m o v e " (see M i F u , 

w h o g r a d u a l l y bui lds up one o f the most complete concept ions o f 

this : LB, p . 4565). T h e art o f female f igurat ion is subject to the same 

pr inc ip le , as the crit ic G u o R u o x u conf i rms (LB, p . 4 5 1 ) : " W h e n w e 

consider h o w the r e n o w n e d Masters o f A n t i q u i t y depicted w o m e n , 

a m o n g the ' b o y s o f go ld and girls o f j a d e ' or the i m m o r t a l d iv ini t ies 

and the constel lat ions, w e see that despite their apparent r ig id p r o p r i ­

e t y the spirit c o n v e y e d is invar iab ly pure -ant ique in character" : " they 

have a natura l l y i m p o s i n g and digni f ied air so that on seeing them 

people are filled w i t h respect and a spirit o f deference. " It is s y m p ­

tomat ic that E n g l i s h and F r e n c h translators , such as A . Soper and 

Y . Escande , should have been led to translate this as " t h e y are natu­

ra l ly o f majest ic and digni f ied b e a u t y " (and Susan B u s h before them: 

" i n e v i t a b l y have a spirit o f ant ique b e a u t y " ) . In d o i n g so, they West­

ern ize these express ions b y replac ing them w i t h the w o r d " b e a u t y , " 

for the C h i n e s e text i tself speaks o n l y o f " sp i r i t " or sensible "a spec t " 

(se, a t e r m that covers a broad s p e c t r u m inc lud ing c o l o r — c o m p l e x -

i o n — a i r — c h a r m — c a r n a l d e s i r e — a s p e c t , and so on). W e replace 

these w i t h " b e a u t y , " as t h o u g h the not ion o f b e a u t y w e r e the ineluc­

table p i v o t or constant focal p o i n t — n e c e s s a r i l y impl ied w h e r e not 

ac tua l ly e x p r e s s e d — o f any j u d g m e n t bear ing on art . H o w e v e r , the 

fact that " sp i r i t " and not b e a u t y is w h a t matters here is borne out by 

the cr i t ical c o m m e n t G u o R u o x u then addresses to his c o n t e m p o ­

raries : " T h e s e pr ize o n l y the c h a r m i n g - p r e t t y aspect, so as to attract 

the attent ion o f c o m m o n fo lk , but they attain neither the pr inciple 

n o r the m e a n i n g o f the p a i n t i n g . " 
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T h i s cr i t ical assessment cou ld be seen as conta in ing a m o r a l j u d g ­

m e n t , and it is t rue that in C h i n a the art o f figure pa int ing retains 

its o r i g i n a l d idact ic va lue . T h e r e are also instances, espec ia l ly f r o m 

the M i n g o n w a r d (along, perhaps , w i t h the d e v e l o p m e n t o f the m o r e 

p o p u l a r genres o f the nove l and the opera?) , o f an interest be ing 

s h o w n in the " b e a u t y " (mei) o f the w o m e n pa inted b y the artist (see, 

for e x a m p l e , LB, p . 492) . A l r e a d y in the w o r k o f the T a n g pa inter 

Z h o u F a n g , it w a s their " p l u m p n e s s " that m a d e w o m e n " b e a u t i f u l , " 

accord ing to the cr i ter ion o f the t i m e (ibid.). N e v e r t h e l e s s , even in 

the pa int ings o f such artists, it is clear that w h a t w a s such a " w o n ­

derful a c h i e v e m e n t " about these w o r k s had n o t h i n g to d o w i t h the 

" c o s m e t i c s " or the " f i n e r y " (LB, p . 479) . It w a s rather, as it w a s said 

o f the pa int ings o f Z h o u W e n j u , " t h e j a d e flute s l ipped into the belt , 

the eyes fixed on the fingernails in a concentrated intent ional att i ­

tude express ive o f ant ic ipat ion: it is p la in that they h a v e s o m e t h i n g 

on their m i n d s " . . . 

^ € X V ^ 

A fr iend o f m i n e , w h o is not a s inologist , told m e o f his d i sappoint ­

ment on read ing the h e x a g r a m closest to the not ion o f the beaut i fu l 

(Bi, no . 22 ) in the Book of Changes, w h e r e the v a r y i n g a r r a n g e m e n t o f 

the f igures is supposed to conta in all the threads o f the d e v e l o p m e n t 

o f th ings . F o r there is n o t h i n g to be learned f r o m it w i t h regard to the 

par t icu lar nature o f b e a u t y — a n d in a n y case, is it rea l ly " b e a u t y " that 

the h e x a g r a m refers to? R a t h e r , it is a p o w e r o f f igurat ion and a d o r n ­

ment a r r i v e d at t h r o u g h intersect ing l ines (notion o f wen) and not , 

^ I str ictly s p e a k i n g , f o r m (contrary to W i l h e l m ' s translat ion, w h i c h , 

once aga in , is Western ized) . A n d w h e r e does this capaci ty c o m e f r o m 

i f not f r o m the w a y one factor intersects another in order to create a 

balance: the soft (yin) on the second l ine " a d o r n i n g " the hard (yang) at 

the base o f the f igure , then the hard (yang) on the s ix th l ine " a d o r n i n g " 

the soft (yin) that precedes it? T h i s b r ings the concept ion o f a regulating 

harmony back to the pr inc ip le o f f i g u r a t i o n — w h e t h e r o f the c o n f i g u ­

ration o f heaven or that o f c i v i l i z a t i o n — w h o s e v i e w p o i n t is still that 

o f an unfo ld ing process , and not rooted in a synthet ic percept ion . T h e 

f igure o f the h e x a g r a m is in a process o f b e c o m i n g and is subject to 
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interact ion, and it suggests no specif ical ly "aesthet ic , " i m m o b i l i z i n g 

p l a n e — w h i c h w o u l d freeze f o r m . 

T h i s is cor robora ted in the art o f garden des ign. A garden in the 

French style is considered beaut i fu l for the p ic tor ia l p a n o r a m a offered 

to the v i e w e r s tanding in front o f it. A C h i n e s e garden , on the other 

h a n d , cannot be labeled " b e a u t i f u l " (unless, perhaps , as it is m e n t a l l y 

r e c o m p o s e d after one has left), because there can be n o synthet ic p e r ­

cept ion o f it: the garden is disclosed as one w a l k s t h r o u g h it, f o l l o w ­

ing a path that takes us t h r o u g h an a l ternat ing v a r i e t y o f contrast ing 

and c o m p l e m e n t a r y v i e w s . It does not create a v i s ion but invites us to 

r o a m , refreshing and d i v e r t i n g the spirit (see the matr ica l express ion 

in the Analects, you yu yi: " t o r o a m a m o n g the arts " ) . 

F o r the aesthetic synthesis to funct ion , it requires f ixedness , for 

beauty can o n l y be seen in i m m o b i l i t y , w h e n t ime is suspended and 

b e a u t y can be set against the b a c k d r o p o f eternity . " A s a d r e a m o f 

stone . . ." said Baude la i re . I m m o b i l i t y o f the th ing b e i n g const i tuted 

as an object and i m m o b i l i t y o f the gaze absorbed in contemplat ion . 

O n e stops in front o f beauty . T h i s is w h a t b e a u t y o w e s its status o f 

essence to , but it is also w h a t creates its d i spar i ty w i t h the evo lut ive 

concept ion held b y the C h i n e s e (of w h i c h an e x e m p l a r y instance is 

the use o f the u n w i n d i n g scroll as o p p o s e d to the flat panel in pa int ­

ing) . Desp i te his sensit iv i ty to musica l feel ing as w e l l as to poet ry ' s 

p o w e r o f inc i tement , C o n f u c i u s never inqui red into beauty . N o r 

w o u l d e x a m i n a t i o n o f the other great texts o f C h i n e s e t h o u g h t 5 y i e ld 

m u c h en l ightenment on the subject , for their silence in this regard 

relentlessly br ings us back to the quest ion w e have a l ready b e g u n to 

r e c o n n o i t e r — a quest ion w h o s e strangeness w i l l ensure that its effects 

w i l l not be read i ly exhausted : w h y did w e feel the need to conce ive 

an ident i ty o f the beauti ful? A n d as a c o r o l l a r y : does the nude , w h i c h 

5. In Mencius, either the "beautiful" (mei) is confined to nonjudgmental visual sensation, 
which is to the eye what savor is to the sense of taste (6. A.7), or else it is simply an interme­
diate stage between the "desirable" and "greatness" in the ascent to wisdom, in which case 
it indicates inner plenitude rather than its outward manifestation (7.B.25). Nor does Dao-
ist thought, however much it is known to have fomented Chinese sensitivity to art, show 
much greater interest in the beautiful, which is always on the brink of the ornamental and 
therefore an obstruction to the simplicity and "unpolished" quality advocated by its [Daoist] 
wisdom. 
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has been m o r e ins t rumenta l than a n y t h i n g else in e x p l o r i n g this iden­

tity, der ive its l e g i t i m a c y f r o m it? 

It cou ld be a r g u e d that G r e e k thought subordinates the beaut i fu l 

to the g o o d , as Plot inus still d id , and that the beaut i ful w a s not c o n ­

sidered in isolat ion but as g r o u n d e d in metaphys ics and mora l s and 

dependent on them. H o w e v e r , it nonetheless remains that p h i l o s o ­

p h y d id c a r v e out the not ion o f the beaut i fu l and u n d e r t a k e to m a k e 

it the object o f a possible ques t ion—poss ib le not because it cou ld be 

answered , but precisely as a quest ion: " w h a t is the beaut i fu l , " " i n -

itself," in its essence (auto to kalon)? In the Greater Hippias, P la to w r i t e s : 

" H e ' s not ask ing y o u w h a t th ing is beaut i fu l , but w h a t the beaut i ­

ful i s , " that is to say, w h a t it is that m a k e s beaut i fu l th ings beaut i fu l , 

and that can therefore be abstracted f r o m them. T h e answer is u n ­

i m p o r t a n t , a l t h o u g h [in the Greater Hippias] the first response to the 

quest ion is " w h a t is beaut i ful is a beaut i fu l v i r g i n . " " B u t y o u can also 

have a beaut i fu l m a r e , a beaut i fu l l y r e or a beaut i fu l c o o k i n g - p o t . . . . 

B u t the most beaut i fu l g i r l is u g l y in c o m p a r i s o n w i t h a g o d d e s s . " 

E v e n the absence o f any answer is o f l ittle i m p o r t a n c e once w e f inal ly 

d iscover that the beaut i fu l eludes def init ion; w h a t matters is that the 

question should have been art iculated, ca l l ing for the definit ion o f a 

concept o f the b e a u t i f u l — o r g i v i n g to understand, m o r e s imply, that 

one can thus speak o f the beaut i fu l . F o r the fact that it cannot be a n ­

swered has not inva l idated the quest ion; on the contrary , it has sacral-

ized it and conf i rmed it as an eternal q u e r y — t h i s imposs ib i l i ty has 

instal led the quest ion as an e n i g m a , sett ing the Beaut i fu l up as an ideal 

and h o l d i n g b o t h art and thought equa l l y in suspense. A s heirs to the 

G r e e k s , w e still have o u r " g a z e fixed u p o n the beaut i fu l , " as P lot inus 
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put it ; and it is out o f this still w i d e - o p e n quest ion that the N u d e w a s 

b o r n . W e h a v e never s topped c l i n g i n g to the N u d e and have a l w a y s 

raised it on a pedesta l because in and t h r o u g h it, w i t h endless s tudy o f 

its var ia t ions and u n r e m i t t i n g l y d e l v i n g into its possibi l i t ies , w e h a v e 

unceas ing ly sought the a n s w e r to that quest ion, w h i c h has held us in 

thral l ever since it w a s posed . T h i s abstract quest for B e a u t y has been 

c o n c e n t r a t e d — a n d c o n c r e t i z e d — i n the nude . 

F o r w h a t w a s p h i l o s o p h y a i m i n g at? In the w o r d s o f H i p p i a s , it 

sought to conce ive a " b e a u t y that can n e v e r be seen to be u g l y in 
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any w a y b y a n y o n e in the w o r l d , " that " i s beaut i fu l in the eyes o f al l 

and t h r o u g h o u t all t i m e . " I f the nude is better suited than a n y t h i n g 

to e m b o d y the essence o f the beaut i fu l , as e v e r y artist has a l w a y s 

e x p e c t e d o f it , it is because it a lone lends itself to this operat ion o f 

puri f icat ion and absolutizat ion that produces the canonica l : there is 

no other c a n o n than that o f the nude . It is also because the pose neces ­

sary for the e x e c u t i o n o f the nude l eg i t imizes in its pr inc ip le the i m ­

m o b i l i t y that an ana ly t i co- synthet i c percept ion o f b e a u t y d e m a n d s , 

and even g ives it e x e m p l a r y status. Z e u x i s is m o r e than jus t the artist 

o f w h o m it is said that he depicted grapes so real ist ical ly that the birds 

w e r e dece ived and c a m e to peck at t h e m on the pa int ing . A n o t h e r 

w e l l - w o r n anecdote (part icular ly quoted since the Rena i s sance) is 

inst ruct ive in this regard , as the artistic p r o c e d u r e descr ibed para l ­

lels e x a c t l y the theoret ical i n q u i r y pursued in the Socrat ic d i a l o g u e . 

A c c o r d i n g to this tale , related b y P l i n y the E lder , w h e n Z e u x i s w a s to 

p o r t r a y H e l e n , he had cal led on the five lovel iest v i r g i n s in the t o w n 

o f C r o t o n to pose nude , so as to p ick out the most beaut i fu l features 

o f each one (an u g l y neoclassical pa in t ing in the L o u v r e shows a g i r l 

in d iaphanous d r a p e r y pos ing before the painter as he sketches, w h i l e 

the p r e c e d i n g m o d e l lowers her eyes in shame . . . ). T h e fact that 

o n l y the nude lent itself to this w o r k o f abstraction and m o d e l i z a t i o n 

t h r o u g h selection m a d e it the p r i v i l e g e d d o m a i n o f e x p e r i m e n t for 

the concept o f the beaut i fu l ; this is the reason for its e lemental funct ion 

in schools and academies o f art . 

^ € X V I ^ 

Cred i t is due to K a n t for h a v i n g established, at the v e r y core o f his 
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Critique of Judgment, that there is n o ideal of beauty other than that o f the 

h u m a n f o r m . T h e start ing po int o f his a r g u m e n t is a c leavage a n a l o ­

gous to that used b y the C h i n e s e cr i t ic , sett ing w h a t has an u n c h a n g ­

ing f o r m against w h a t does not . T h e r e is on one hand the free " v a g u e 

b e a u t y " such as that o f a f lower o r the o r n a m e n t a l fol iage o f a fr ieze, 

for w h i c h there is n o concept to determine w h a t they should be . O n 

the other, there is the b e a u t y o f a h u m a n be ing or a bu i ld ing , w h i c h 

implies a concept o f f inal i ty that determines w h a t they should be , or , 

in other w o r d s , w h a t their per fect ion is (a beauty that is therefore not 
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" p u r e , " but o n l y "adherent " ) . F r o m that basis, w e shall p r o c e e d b y a 

succession o f exclus ions . First , there can be no such th ing as an ideal o f 

a " v a g u e " beauty , since the indeterminate idea o f a maximum, w h i c h 

is f o r m e d b y reason and enables the i m a g i n a t i o n to picture the ideal , 

has to be d e t e r m i n e d b y the concept o f an object ive f inal ity that intel-

lectual izes the j u d g m e n t o f taste. It is impossible to i m a g i n e an ideal 

o f a beaut i fu l flower or tree, or even o f a beaut i ful garden, for there is 

no concept to d e t e r m i n e w h a t theirfinality is supposed to be . W h a t r e ­

m a i n s , therefore, is that there can o n l y be an ideal o f " a d h e r e n t " b e a u ­

ty, condi t ioned b y a concept that g ives it a n o r m a t i v e character. B u t in 

this second category , o n l y " m a n " can have an ideal o f beauty , because 

m a n alone " h o l d s the finality o f his existence w i t h i n h i m s e l f " and 

therefore he alone "can determine his finality b y means o f reason. " 

W h a t is most inst ruct ive f r o m that po int o n w a r d is the w a y K a n t 

describes the t w o m o d e s o f the Idea w h i c h constitute the ideal b y 

c o m b i n i n g their normat iv i t i e s , one p e r t a i n i n g to reason and the o t h ­

er to i m a g i n a t i o n . O n one h a n d , the n o r m - i d e a (rather than n o r m a l 

idea: w e l l translated [into French] b y A l a i n R e n a u t ) is the c a n o n i ­

cal standard w h i c h i m a g i n a t i o n forms d y n a m i c a l l y t h r o u g h a rapid 

succession o f super imposed i m a g e s , as an archetype o f the species 

concerned , w h i c h is never complete ly rea l ized b y a single i n d i v i d u a l . 

T h i s n o r m - i d e a or standard i m a g e is not beauty , but the condi t ion 

to w h i c h b e a u t y must c o n f o r m i f its object is to be neither deficient 

nor excess ive . O n the other hand , the rat ional Idea determines the 

ends o f h u m a n i t y — r e a s o n is to be conce ived as the facul ty o f te leol­

o g y — a n d g ives the representat ion its suprasensible d i m e n s i o n , w h i c h 

is that o f ethics (reason be ing the facul ty o f reaching b e y o n d the sen-
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sible). T h r o u g h the conjunct ion o f the n o r m - i d e a and the rat ional 

Idea and the coord inat ion o f the faculties i n v o l v e d , m a n is capable o f 

express ing in his o w n f o r m those Ideas w h i c h cannot be f u l l y rea l ized 

in pract ice , such as benevo lence , pur i ty , s t rength, peace o f m i n d , and 

so o n , and u n i t i n g the beaut i fu l and the g o o d . 

T h e analyses br ief ly r e v i e w e d here are to be reta ined, even t h o u g h 

they raise some doubt as to the nature o f the f o r m (Gestalt) des ignated 

as the o n l y possible ideal o f beauty . F o r as t h o u g h the d is t inct ion w e r e 

i r re levant , n o w h e r e do I see it clarif ied (nor have I seen the q u e r y 
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raised b y the commentators) w h e t h e r the reference is to the h u m a n 

f o r m considered a sensible w h o l e w i t h its flesh and contours , w h i c h is 

the case o f the nude , or as it appears in p o r t r a i t u r e , that is, a c lothed 

body . Is it the V i r g i n and C h i l d ( e m b o d y i n g the ideal o f pur i ty , 

matern i ty , and so on) or the Z e u s o f A r t e m i s i o n ? F o r w h o cou ld a rgue 

c o n v i n c i n g l y that once the dif ference has been r e c o g n i z e d , it w o u l d 

be o f such secondary i m p o r t a n c e ? P r e o c c u p i e d as he w a s b y the def­

in i t ion o f the j u d g m e n t o f taste and the h a r m o n i o u s or conf l ictual 

relat ionship b e t w e e n the facult ies , K a n t felt n o incent ive to address 

the hypothes i s o f an a u t o n o m y o f the nude or to r e c o g n i z e the p o w e r 

o f ef fraction that thrusts it into v i e w . K a n t is w a r y o f o n t o l o g y ; he 

anticipates w i t h suspicion a n y t h i n g that m i g h t tear a w a y the veneer 

and m a k e the th ing itself surge out b y of fer ing it to intu i t ion . O t h e r ­

w i s e , he w o u l d perhaps have been unable to abide so serenely b y the 

dist inct ion c o m m o n l y m a d e d u r i n g those days o f E n l i g h t e n m e n t , on 

w h i c h he h i m s e l f had w r i t t e n a short treatise in his y o u t h and w h i c h is 

a central theme o f his last Critique, w h e r e he uses it to discern the t w o 

species o f a c o m m o n genus : the dist inct ion b e t w e e n the subl ime and 

the beaut i fu l . M y hypothes i s is that beneath its apparent c o n f o r m i s m , 

the nude calls the separation o f these t w o species into quest ion; and 

that n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g its status as a p u r e l y sensible object , it demands 

that w e re turn to onto logy . 

F o r w h a t e v e r is done to efface its capaci ty to surge out , c o v e r ­

ing it under so m u c h a c a d e m i s m that it is v i r t u a l l y unnot i ced or is 

seen as déjà v u , the nude p e r e m p t o r i l y calls us back to the quest ion 

o f " b e i n g . " T h e nude reopens the quest ion po int b lank , s tr ipping it o f 

all the p o n d e r o u s accumulat ions f r o m phi losophy ' s past, as t h o u g h it 

had caught up w i t h us in o u r — s p e c i f i c a l l y m o d e r n ? — f l i g h t f r o m all 

radical exper iences . A l l th ings considered, this is w h a t I find rea l ly 

interest ing about the nude ; for, g o i n g back to K a n t , I th ink that w h i l e 

the s tudio nude's persistent reproduct ion o f the canonica l churns out 

the " b e a u t i f u l " in abundance , there are also N u d e s that are " s u b l i m e . " 

N o t subl ime as a superlat ive o f the beaut i fu l , or even as someth ing 

that goes b e y o n d the beaut i fu l , but in the K a n t i a n sense o f m a k i n g 

apparent s o m e t h i n g o f a " c o m p l e t e l y different o r d e r " and be ing in­

st rumenta l in its reve lat ion. 
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T h r o u g h the fact o f the n u d e — I w o u l d use a m o r e forceful 

express ion : u n d e r the s tunning effect o f the nude (if it is a great 

N u d e ) — a dist inct ion as t h o r o u g h l y entrenched as this b e c o m e s u n ­

certa in as the predicates o f the subl ime suddenly b e c o m e u n m o o r e d 

and dri ft o v e r to the side o f the nude . W h a t is subl ime, K a n t tells 

us , is that w h i c h reveals an absolute totality that exceeds the capac i ty 

for unders tanding o f o u r facul ty o f representat ion and even o f o u r 

i m a g i n a t i o n . N o w this absolute tota l i ty is e x a c t l y w h a t , under the 

guise o f the n o r m a t i v e , the N u d e does not s imply o f f e r — t h e w o r d 

is too t i m i d — b u t imposes , stuns us w i t h , t h r o u g h w h a t I referred to 

earl ier as the " e v e r y t h i n g is h e r e " o f its presence. T h e N u d e has the 

v io lence o f the subl ime, o f a cataract or a r a g i n g ocean , and a v i o l e n c e 

that is all the m o r e intense for b e i n g conf ined w i t h i n the boundar ies 

o f this per fec t ly p r o p o r t i o n e d b o d y . . . W e see it happen e v e r y t i m e , 

even despite the m u s e u m g o e r ' s lassitude in front o f this d é j à - v u : b y 

m a k i n g the " e v e r y t h i n g is h e r e " o f its presence surge out , the nude 

causes o u r in tu i t i ve capaci ty to i m p l o d e . C o n f r o n t e d b y the start l ing 

out rush o f a great N u d e , the gaze is suddenly o v e r w h e l m e d b y the 

" e v e r y t h i n g " that abrupt ly opens up before it , and the e y e , at a loss, 

n o l o n g e r k n o w s w h e r e to l o o k . W h i l e it is de l ighted b y the h a r m o n y 

o f f o r m s , the gaze is at the same t i m e s w a l l o w e d up in this " e v e r y ­

t h i n g " ; it is shaken in its percept ive p o w e r and loses c o m m a n d — i t 

exper iences s o m e t h i n g s tagger ing . T h e nude inflicts s imi lar v i o l e n c e 

on the space it w a s supposed to o c c u p y and to w h i c h it should have 

been c o n f i n e d — i t bursts out , i n c o m m e n s u r a b l e w i t h a n y t h i n g else 

a round it, and f r o m the start a n y t h i n g sensible in its s u r r o u n d i n g s is 

r e c o g n i z e d as be ing inadequate in the face o f the reve lat ion o p e n e d 

1 2 4 I 
up b y the nude . 

" E c - s t a s y " o f the great N u d e , and ecstasy o f the v i e w e r , that n o t h ­

ing can t r i v ia l i ze (nor can a n y m y s t i q u e take it over) . It cont inues to 

stand out against the b a c k g r o u n d o f i n t e r w o v e n forms and th ings , 

its p o w e r to a m a z e never d i m i n i s h e d ; and the gaze arrested b y the 

N u d e is o v e r w h e l m e d b y the tota l i ty that f loods into it. T h a t is the 

h a l l m a r k o f a great N u d e . W h e n w e w a n d e r t h r o u g h a m u s e u m o r 

l o o k t h r o u g h an art b o o k and c o m e across a great N u d e , there occurs 

someth ing rather l ike the sudden vibration, b e t w e e n f l inching and 
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attract ion, that K a n t attr ibuted to the subl ime. F o r this subl ime nude 

causes in w h o e v e r discovers it a fee l ing o f surprise and even t roubled 

a n x i e t y that can never be complete ly absorbed b y the pleasure its h a r ­

m o n y produces . B y abrupt ly un leash ing the " e v e r y t h i n g is h e r e " o f 

its presence and a l l o w i n g it to unfur l , the nude achieves s o m e t h i n g — 

r ight w i t h i n the sensible, w i t h i n the closest and the most s e n s i b l e — 

that w e suddenly n o longer feel capable o f reaching. B a c k to Plato's 

" fear fu l r a p t u r e " and the " a w e d a m a z e m e n t " e v o k e d b y P l o t i n u s . . . 

Y e t w h a t the nude reveals to us is not o u r "suprasens ib le" nature , as 

K a n t e x p e c t e d the subl ime to do in order to reestablish the dual i sms 

o f metaphys ics . O n the contrary , it pul l s us up short before w h a t is 

a lmost complete ly d i sconcert ing about be ing totally " t h a t " (the c o m ­

pleteness o f forms) at the same t ime as it is only " t h a t " (with n o c o v e r ­

ing left: b e i n g naked) . A s the e x p e r i e n c e is one o f radical d i scovery , 

some part o f " b e i n g " suddenly leaves the s h a d o w y depths w h e r e it is 

supposed to l ie h idden a n d — e m e r g i n g b l a t a n t l y — s h o w s itself in its 

ent i rety on the surface, at last co inc id ing w i t h itself perfect ly , in and 

t h r o u g h its f o r m . Esse cum forma: this pure f o r m b e c o m e s f o r m itself. 

T h i s is w h a t suddenly m a k e s the nude imposs ib le for the gaze to a p ­

proach : in front o f a great N u d e , the gaze is not amenable to b e i n g 

absorbed in its contemplat ion , but p lunges into an abyss. 

T h i s shows j u s t h o w imposs ib le it is for Miche lange lo ' s A d a m to be 

reduced to the express ion o f a " m o r a l idea" or the p u r i t y - i n n o c e n c e 

that preceded o r i g i n a l sin, w h i c h is nonetheless so c lear ly expressed 

in the gaze he turns t o w a r d G o d w i t h an o u t p o u r i n g o f feel ing. It also 

shows that, in h i m , the subl ime is not conf ined to that m i n u t e space, 

o f infinite d i m e n s i o n — t h e br i l l iant invent ion o f this Creation—that 

I I 2 5 

b o t h separates and unites the finger o f G o d and the finger o f A d a m 

(see i l lustrat ion p . 1 2 6 ) . B u t in the v e r y per fect ion o f the canonica l 

f igurat ion, the canonica l seems to be o v e r s h a d o w e d and crushed b y 

an overa l l scheme, t h r o u g h A d a m ' s unfo ld ing pose , w h i c h m a k e s the 

nude surge out and t h r o w s its e-vidence into stark relief. F r o m that 

point o n w a r d , the perfect b e a u t y it displays fades comple te ly into 

the b a c k g r o u n d , j u s t as the anecdot ic qua l i ty o f its forms and organs 

are cons igned to o b l i v i o n , for they are shot t h r o u g h w i t h the sud­

den feel ing that in this b o d y e v e r y t h i n g is t h e r e — t o t a l l y t h e r e — a n d 
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t h a t t h e r e is n o t h i n g f u r t h e r t o b e r e v e a l e d , n o t h i n g m i s s i n g n o r e v e n 

a n y t h i n g m o r e t o b e i m a g i n e d . B e c a u s e n o t o n l y i n its f lesh, b u t a l so 

i n its m o v e m e n t a n d i ts g a z e , t h i s b o d y is n a k e d , l i m i t e d t o t h a t p a r ­

t i c u l a r f o r m a n d o f f e r ed i n i ts e n t i r e t y ; b y b e i n g o n l y t h a t , it is e v ­

e r y t h i n g . I n t h i s N u d e , t h e only is n o l o n g e r r e s t r i c t i v e , as it w o u l d 

b e i n t h e s h a m e felt b y A d a m af te r h i s fal l . I t is q u i t e t h e o p p o s i t e : 

t h i s only b e c o m e s a l l . T h e s u b l i m e N u d e c r e a t e s — i n v e n t s a n d s h o u t s 

o u t — a n d t h e s o u r c e o f its s u b l i m e n e s s l ies i n t h i s a d e q u a t i o n o f t h e 

" o n l y " a n d t h e " a l l . " 

PART II 
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In his c o m m e n t s on c lothing in c o n n e c t i o n w i t h sculpture , H e g e l 

m a y have succeeded in d iscerning the oppos i t ion b e t w e e n f o r m and 

spirit w i t h i n the nude , and it cou ld be that the t w o alternate routes 

I have been f o l l o w i n g so far, t h r o u g h G r e e c e and t h r o u g h C h i n a , 

f inal ly found a m e e t i n g g r o u n d in his w o r k — i s this perhaps w h e r e I 

should have b e g u n ? . . . 

T h e ph i losoph ica l synthesis p r o p o s e d b y H e g e l w o u l d appear 

to integrate the t w o (Aesthetics, 3 . 2 ) . " W h i l e it is t rue that as far as 

b e a u t y is c o n c e r n e d , our preference should g o to the n u d e , " c lo th­

ing , on the other h a n d , b r ings out the " sp i r i tua l aspect o f f o r m , in its 

t r u l y l i v i n g c o n t o u r s . " H e r e at last w e h a v e t h e m side b y side, each 

under its o w n concept : the beaut i fu l (the nude) and the spir i tual (the 

c lothed) ; the ba lance b e t w e e n t h e m is even . It w a s a fee l ing for p e r ­

sonal i n d i v i d u a l i t y and " l o v e o f beaut i fu l and free f o r m s " that led 

the G r e e k s to seek the one that is " m o s t free and beaut i fu l , " t h r o u g h 

the o r g a n i c fo rms o f the h u m a n b o d y . H o w e v e r , since " sp i r i tua l e x ­

pression is concentrated in the face and in the overa l l att i tude and 

m o v e m e n t , " and also because the gestures o f the arms and hands and 

the pos i t ion o f the legs , all o f w h o s e a c t i v i t y is d i rected o u t w a r d , 

"are the most ins t rumenta l in e x t e r i o r i z i n g spir i tual e x p r e s s i o n , " w e 

need not l ament the fact that " m o d e r n sculpture is so often o b l i g e d 

to c lothe its f igures . " T h e nude p e r m i t s var ia t ions o f the f o r m , but 

c loth ing produces a concentrat ion o f the spirit ; b y h i g h l i g h t i n g the 

g e s t u r e — f a c e — g a z e w h i l e v e i l i n g the a n i m a l e lement , it points to 

an inner l i fe. T h e r e is therefore " n o loss " incur red b y o b s e r v i n g the 

" m o r a l p r o p r i e t i e s " . . . 

H e g e l does stay in the P latonic v e i n : he fo l lows in the footsteps 

o f the Hippias, and never loses sight o f the phi losophica l requi rement 

o f establ ishing a concept o f the beaut i fu l and bu i ld ing a possible aes­

thetic on its def init ion; but b e y o n d aesthetics, his p h i l o s o p h y is at the 

same t ime w h o l l y d i rected t o w a r d the final a i m o f rea l iz ing a w o r l d 

o f the Spir i t . T h i s is w h y H e g e l l inks the t w o and can d r a w a paral le l 

b e t w e e n them. Y e t is this paral le l rea l ly va l id? C a n a synoptic v i s ion 

ef fect ively embrace t h e m b o t h on the same plane , as H e g e l attempts 

to do? W e should not be taken in b y this ba lanc ing act that c la ims 

T h e Imposs ib l e N u d e 



the r ight to w e i g h the one against the other as t h o u g h they w e r e t w o 

o p p o s i n g cr i ter ia . O n r e v i e w i n g these f e w pages o f the Aesthetics, one 

has the feel ing, rather, that H e g e l cont inua l l y s w i n g s f r o m one p e r ­

spect ive to the other in order to m a i n t a i n on either side the coherence 

that p r o p e r l y be longs to each o n e — a n d never meets the other 's . T h e 

result b e i n g that as he switches b e t w e e n the t w o he is led to repeat 

and correct himself . H e g e l says that the G r e e k s represented the c o r ­

porea l as a h u m a n attr ibute " i m b u e d w i t h sp ir i tua l i ty" ; h o w e v e r , he 

admits a l ittle later, " e v e n f r o m the standpoint o f beauty , " the parts o f 

the b o d y other than the head and the l imbs " h a v e n o i m p o r t a n t role 

in the express ion o f the spir itual under the aspect o f a nude f igure . " 

A s H e g e l ' s thought is torn b e t w e e n these poles , he contradicts h i m ­

self b y first say ing that c lo th ing " b r i n g s out the spir itual in f o r m , " 

f o l l o w e d a lmost i m m e d i a t e l y b y the statement that " i n n o w a y does it 

contr ibute to the express ion o f the s p i r i t u a l " . . . 

H e g e l is so s w a y e d t o w a r d one side or the other that instead o f 

c o m p a r i n g t h e m he m e r e l y s w i n g s b e t w e e n the t w o . H e cont inua l l y 

oscil lates f r o m one to the other because he never m a n a g e s to raise the 

issue o f their m u t u a l exc lus ion ; w h i l e he tries to c o m p a r e t h e m he is 

unable to m a k e t h e m fit into the same f r a m e w o r k , prec ise ly because 

he i s — s t i l l — i m p e d e d b y that force o f d is junct ion. K a n t cou ld earl ier 

be cr i t ic ized for fa i l ing to d is t inguish b e t w e e n the c lothed b o d y and 

the nude w i t h i n the h u m a n f o r m , but here I can see that the h e t e r o g e ­

nei ty o f the t w o perspect ives w o r k s against any c o m p a r i s o n b e t w e e n 

them, for H e g e l fails to level out the dif ference. T h i s means w e have to 

g o back one last t i m e to the quest ion: b e t w e e n the c lothed b o d y and 

^ I the nude , w h a t is it that changes so surreptit iously , but so radical ly , 

under c o v e r o f a c o m m o n h u m a n ident i ty that it prevents their c o m ­

p a r i s o n — a f t e r al l , isn't it a l w a y s " m a n " that is represented? T h i s fa i l ­

ure raises yet aga in the q u e r y as to the s o u r c e — a n d the n a t u r e — o f 

the radical i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y o f these perspect ives , w h i c h leads j u d g ­

ment to s w i n g to one side or the other , and w h i c h o u r detour t h r o u g h 

C h i n a has b r o u g h t to l ight . 

A depict ion o f a c lo thed m a n is an at tempt to s h o w that h u m a n 

be ing as a person, p e r c e i v e d in his i n d i v i d u a l i t y ; but in represent ing 

a nude b o d y , the a i m is to capture an essence. O r rather, w h e t h e r w e 
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l i ke it or not , it is the nude that constitutes the essence: the Essence o f 

B e a u t y (Venus) or o f T r u t h (as represented b y B o t t i c e l l i , B e r n i n i , and 

so on), o r even V i r t u e (by C o r r e g g i o ) . T h e r e is n o fixed p r o c e d u r e in 

this quest for essence, and its paths are a l w a y s o p e n to invent iveness : 

Donate l lo ' s David w a s a c h a r m i n g ef f igy o f E r o s for the N e o - P l a -

tonists a r o u n d C o s i m o the E lder in C a r a g g i , w h e r e a s M i c h e l a n g e l o 

represented D a v i d as a colossal nude in order to s h o w h i m as m a d e 

in the i m a g e o f the Creator . It r e m a i n s , h o w e v e r , that an idea l i ty 

is c o n v e y e d b y b o t h the sensual b o d y o f the one and the p o w e r f u l 

m u s c u l a t u r e o f the o t h e r — t h e v a r i a t i o n o f f o r m is an eidetic o n e ; 

i f the f igure is a " n u d e , " even a " y o u n g m a n " is subjected to this 

abstract ion. T h e i n d i v i d u a l is ec l ipsed, for there i s — c a n b e — n o 

such th ing as a nude por t ra i t . W h a t the l imits o f the b o d y , and even 

the i n t i m a c y o f the carna l , g i v e access to is a g e n e r a l i t y ; or , to put it 

the other w a y a r o u n d , the flesh o f the nude is an embodiment. H e r e lies 

the source o f its p o w e r o f e f f ract ion: as soon as it c o m e s in to p r o x ­

i m i t y w i t h the sensible, it is b o r n e a w a y to a distance, o n t o an ideal 

scene. T h i s is w h y the N u d e is so often represented in a m y t h o l o g i ­

cal sett ing, as in the J u d g m e n t o f Par i s , the T r i u m p h o f G a l a t e a , I o , 

A t a l a n t a and H i p p o m e n e s , S a m s o n V i c t o r i o u s , and so o n ; or on the 

other register , A d a m and E v e , P ie tà , Last J u d g m e n t . . . I n C a n o v a ' s 

nude scu lpture o f N a p o l e o n , the e m p e r o r is n o l o n g e r i n v o l v e d as 

an i n d i v i d u a l : the absolutes o f W a r and H e r o i s m are represented in 

his f o r m , and his sister, sculpted in the n u d e , appears as Venus victrix. 

C o n v e r s e l y , the fact that nudes w e r e neither pa inted n o r sculpted in 

C h i n a can u l t i m a t e l y be at t r ibuted to " t h e o r e t i c a l " reasons : n a m e l y , 

that C h i n a n e v e r c o n c e i v e d , s ing led out , and put f o r w a r d a cohes ive 

p lane o f essences, and that the C h i n e s e i m a g i n a t i o n therefore f o u n d 

n o grat i f icat ion in the embodiments of essences that the m y t h o l o g i c a l 

figures represent to us . T h e C h i n e s e l a n g u a g e is capable o f abstrac­

t ion , but there is n o subsequent personi f icat ion ; l i terat i art c o n v e y s 

its m e a n i n g obl ique ly , but not t h r o u g h the use o f a l l e g o r y . 

In treat ing the subject o f l iterati art , I w a s led to use the concept o f 

pregnance. B y this I m e a n the capaci ty o f an i m m a n e n c e — w h e t h e r it 

resides in the undif ferent iated mass o f forms or o f intent ional i ty , for 

the t w o g o t o g e t h e r — t o emanate . T o " e - m a n a t e , " as the l a n g u a g e 
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indicates , is to arise out o f its natura l source. T h i s power of emanence 

is or iented indef initely t o w a r d a " b e y o n d " ; a l l o w i n g it to keep its 

capaci ty for d e v e l o p m e n t , and to this end re fra in ing f r o m any pres ­

sure that m i g h t ob ject i fy it , the painter/poet w r i t e s this potent ia l that 

" c a n n o t be e x h a u s t e d " (wu qiong). B e i n g part o f a process o f c o n t i n u ­

ous interact ion, at the transit ion b e t w e e n the " there i s " and the " there 

is n o t , " it cannot p r o p e r l y be considered "aesthet ic , " since it is e l a b o ­

rated neither on a p u r e l y sensitive nor on the " I n t e l l i g i b l e " p lane . 

Le t us r e m e m b e r this w h e n w e get h o m e f r o m o u r j o u r n e y , so as 

to restore the nude's strangeness. F o r it is still possible to travel f u r ­

ther : the nude and the antinude cannot coex i s t in the same m u s e u m , in 

spite o f all the br idges that the tota l i z ing efforts o f p h i l o s o p h y — e v e n 

w h e n it is H e g e l i a n — c e a s e l e s s l y t r y to create b e t w e e n the " b e a u t i ­

f u l " and the " sp i r i t . " T h e nude is not c o m m o n p l a c e ; in fact, w h a t a 

v e r y n a r r o w interst ice it has m a n a g e d to nest in! T h e r e is on one side 

a react ion o f shame that the nude can never quite si lence, but w h o s e 

negat ive effect is countered b y the pose (whereupon it b e c o m e s a spir­

i tual p o w e r o f ef fraction). O n the opposi te side, there is the attract ion 

o f the flesh, w h o s e appeal is never comple te ly forgot ten , but w h i c h 

the nude , in its quest for essence, forces us to transcend. B e t w e e n the 

t w o , the N u d e opens up a space w h e r e , t h r o u g h its p o w e r o f f o r m a l 

object i f icat ion, B e a u t y is t r i u m p h a n t . T h e nude is suspended b e t w e e n 

desire and re ject ion; or rather, it suspends b o t h o f these and neutra l ­

izes their po lar i ty , d ismantles the compl ic i t ies that w o u l d inc l ine it 

to one side or the other , and stands out against the b a c k g r o u n d o f 

the w o r l d , ex-posed to the g a z e — o f the eye and o f the m i n d . T h i s 

I is w h y , b y surg ing out w i t h i n the n a r r o w aperture opened up b y its 

u n v e i l i n g , the nude imposes presence; it ascends f r o m the sensitive to 

its inte l l ig ible f o r m , d e r i v i n g f r o m it an effect o f e-vidence. H e r e , m a n 

arrogates the p o w e r o f appear ing to h i m s e l f in an isolat ing as it is o f 

percept ion. T h e reservat ions that distort or over lay this percept ion 

are l i f ted, and he pauses in se l f -contemplat ion. W i t h i n the nude , m a n 

recognizes h i m s e l f not as a par t i cu la r existent caught up in the u n d e ­

fined fabric o f the un iverse , but as be ing a part o f " b e i n g " : as be ing 

" m a n " and in his dest iny as a be ing . A nude is this tour de force. 
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