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FOREWORD



“Do women have to be naked to get into the Met Museum?” the feminist collective Guerrilla Girls asked in 1989. Their famous poster carrying that slogan appears towards the end of Amy Dempsey’s book. By the time you reach it, you will recognize the painting it is based on.


In Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres’s La Grande Odalisque (pp. 66–69), a creamy skinned white woman is seen from behind, naked but for a jewelled turban and a few strings of beads. Her nipples, pubic hair and the cleft between her buttocks are artfully concealed, but we can see the side of her breast and a tantalising portion of her flawless bottom. We appear to have wandered into a fantastical Turkish boudoir, but the naked woman doesn’t seem to mind. Dempsey notes the ‘knowing look’ she casts over her shoulder, and the licence that gives for us ‘to gaze back’ in return.


The exotic setting and complicit gaze are among the many techniques artists have deployed to give viewers the permission to gaze at naked women. Almost all of the nudes in Dempsey’s book (and there are many) are painted as anonymous archetypes – they are not intended as representations of identifiable women. For most of the period covered by The Female Body in Art, it was not considered respectable for a woman to display her exposed body outside of the wedding chamber (and perhaps not even there). That prohibition is removed from the painted nude because she represents Venus, the goddess of love, or a culture that abides by different social codes, or an enslaved woman evoking our sympathy. As Dempsey explains, these constructions ‘allowed polite society to gawp at nakedness in a safe manner.’


Ingres’s La Grande Odalisque has been idealized to anatomically improbable proportions. Dempsey compares the painter’s pictorial tricks to a photographer’s use of Photoshop. Just as fashion photos and celebrity portraits in our own time have been smoothed, slimmed, elongated and manipulated to otherworldly perfection, so painters since the 15th century have presented unattainable ideals of feminine beauty – smooth, hairless, shapely, eternally young.


La Grande Odalisque is but one imaginary body within a long history of women painted as impossible objects of desire, whether in the guise of mythic characters such as Venus or women of fashion such as Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire (p. 56) and Virginie Gautreau (better known as John Singer Sargent’s notorious Madame X (p. 88). Among other things, The Female Body in Art charts ideals imposed on the female body across 500 years.


We might well ask the Guerilla Girls in return: Do naked women have to be young and beautiful to get into the Met Museum? Well, not always, as Dempsey reminds us, but when older women are pictured, they are seldom treated kindly. In Hans Baldung’s engraving The Witches (p. 20), an ‘old shrieking hag … serves as a reminder’ of what the young witches will soon become. Another engraving, based on a painting by Bernado Strozzi, shows an old woman extravagantly dressed and accessorised, gazing in the mirror (p. 44). It is not a sympathetic portrayal. The message of the picture seems to be that if you are no longer young, you might as well give up on beauty or fashion.


Dempsey also finds artists who cast older women in sympathetic light. The three sisters painted playing chess by Sofonisba Anguissola (pp. 28–31) are watched over by their grey-haired governess, who ‘has not been made into an evil hag because of her age but appears to be a well-loved member of the household.’ In his eighties, the Dutch artist Franz Hals painted a group of elderly women who ran an almshouse for old men (p. 46). Hals portrays them as knowing and powerful: ‘real people, with unique features – including wrinkles and age spots.’ Not all women were allowed to age with grace, as Dempsey observes. Queen Elizabeth I, who appears here in a portrait by Nicholas Hilliard (p. 32), issued a proclamation to control her image as she aged. So long as she retained a ‘mask of youth’ in official portraits, she hoped to banish unsettling thoughts of death and succession among her subjects. The ageing female body remains taboo, and it is significant that the final work in this book is a sculptural self-portrait by Julie Rrap (p. 220). Made when she was in her early seventies, it shows her naked body not once, but twice.


There are magnificent women artists here, among them Artemisia Gentileschi (p. 36) and Élisabeth Vigée Le Brun (p. 58). Nevertheless, for many centuries almost all female bodies in art have been produced by men, who have painted and sculpted them according to their fantasies and desires, and those of their assumed male audience.


For feminist artists of the 20th and 21st centuries, taking back control of the depiction of the female body became an important project. In the scandalous performance work Meat Joy (p. 156), Carolee Schneemann suggests that a naked woman could be an artist as well as an art object. Paula Rego’s Abortion Series Triptych (pp. 190–193) is a campaigning work opposing the control of women’s bodies under the law. In three monumental pastel paintings, women of different ages and social classes are shown in a backstreet abortion clinic. Rego’s works proved persuasive in the 2007 referendum to legalize abortion in Portugal. Feminist artists argue for the importance of art that shows real female bodies, derived from real women’s experiences.


Why look back, then, to the female body in art history? This book opens with Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, c. 1486 (pp. 14–17), a painting that Dempsey notes was inspired by the idealized bodies of Greek and Roman statuary. Botticelli’s Venus is thus connected to a long history of nudes that preceded it, but it also influenced how the female body was shown in art in the centuries that followed. Like many of the works in these pages, it remains an important cultural reference, influencing artists, photographers, fashion designers and even celebrities on the red carpet. Art may have moved on, but Venus continues to be reborn, again and again.


Hettie Judah










INTRODUCTION



The Female Body in Art explores how women have been portrayed in art from the Renaissance to the 21st century – as the ‘good, the bad and the ugly’ – and how these archetypes and stereotypes, both idealized and misogynistic, have developed and manifested themselves in artworks. It also examines how, over time, these representations have been questioned, dismantled and replaced or supplemented with new, different images.


The story is told through artworks by 80 artists from a range of cultures and traditions to show the different ways the female form has been portrayed, from Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, c. 1486 (pp. 14–17), which ushered in an ideal of feminine beauty that is still with us today, to Julie Rrap’s SOMOS (Standing On My Own Shoulders) of 2024 (p. 220), which asserts that the ageing female body should also be represented in visual culture.


In her pioneering book Woman in Art: From Type to Personality (1944), art historian Dr Helen Rosenau (1900-1984) explored how representations of women progressed from ‘Type’ (goddess, lover, warrior, mother, mistress) to ‘Personality’ (individualized people and characters). In The Female Body in Art, too, we will see the evolution of women from being seen as types or objects to being represented as complex individuals with their own personalities, traits and stories. We will also see the invisible made visible, the under-represented represented and social mores and taboos being questioned, changed or overturned.


Art can make you think about the world or yourself in a different way or see things in a new light. It can also provide a way into another time, place or culture. What do these depictions of women tell us about the times in which they were made? About the worlds we inhabit now? The work is presented chronologically so that we can see how major world events – political upheaval, the abolition of slavery, the industrial revolution, women’s suffrage – are reflected in art, as well as allow us to see dialogues between artists and artworks as they emerge over time.


Key themes and catalysts include:


The purpose of the art:


Who was it for? Who would see it? Where would it be seen? In our modern, image-rich lives, it is hard to imagine a time when artworks were only seen by a few people in a few locations – churches or palaces – and were signs and tools of power, control, education and prestige. This began to change with the rise of the middle classes and new patrons wanting art that reflected their lives and concerns. Art also became more accessible with the establishment of art schools, museums, galleries and public exhibitions. As art became part of everyday life for more and more people, so it began to reflect and represent us all – including images of female bodies of all shapes and sizes, beyond the heteronormative tradition.


The impact of new technologies and inventions:


The impact of the invention of the printing press in the 15th century cannot be overstated. It facilitated the spread of ideas and images like never before, much like the internet and social media have done for us today. Images of the ‘ideal’ female body could be shared far and wide, while the invention of the flat, full-length mirror allowed women to compare themselves to it and printed beauty manuals told them how to achieve it. Photography also transformed the way the world was seen and influenced how art was made, while expanded modes of reproduction allowed posters, prints and books to reach an ever-wider audience.


Impact of travel:


The excitement about new discoveries, the fusion of traditions and artistic practices, and the exchange of materials, ideas and imagery through travel and immigration have all informed artmaking and contributed to the various depictions of the female form in art.


Changing fashions:


The notion of the ‘ideal’ body has changed dramatically over the years, and these trends have directly influenced the portrayal of women in art. Changing fashions in the art world also affect what subjects and themes are deemed suitable for portrayal in art.


Sadly, there is plenty of sexism, ageism, misogyny, racism and discrimination on show in art through the ages, as artists and their work reflect and contribute to the socio-political cultural environments of which they are a part. There is also plenty of art that reveals and comments upon man’s inhumanity to man, and man’s inhumanity to women. Although my selection acknowledges this (I think it is important to see how these ideas arise and are spread), it leans towards art and artists that I find more intriguing, inspiring and pivotal, countering some of the nastiness with more positive, inclusive images.


I have tried to give a voice and presence to a wide range of participants, but no selection can be entirely exhaustive. If certain cultures, artists, periods and traditions may seem to be missing, this is not a deliberate exclusion; it may be that their content and practice was not concerned with the female form and falls outside the remit of this book. Inevitably, the selection is personal, but it is not arbitrary. There will be some familiar names and artworks, and hopefully some that are new to you. In either case, there is plenty to think about – to argue about – and to inspire, encourage, consider and enjoy.


Dr Amy Dempsey









[image: I.]


[image: RENAISSANCE to 1799]










THE BIRTH OF VENUS c. 1486



Sandro Botticelli


(Italian, 1445–1510)


Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus is one of the most beloved paintings in the world. It was groundbreaking on many levels, from its subject matter – a life-sized standing female nude in a pagan setting – to its patronage and audience. It was not commissioned by the Church as a religious devotional image, but most likely by a member of the wealthy Florentine Medici family as a source of pleasure and decoration for one of their homes.


Venus, the Roman goddess of love and beauty, was conceived when seawater was fertilized by semen from her father, Uranus, the god of heaven (whose son castrated him and threw his genitalia into the sea). Botticelli depicts this celestial Venus – the offspring of the union of the sacred and the profane – as she is blown to shore on a shell to bring love and beauty to the earth. This secular mythological scene and figure set forth an image of ‘ideal womanhood’, both human and divine, that was inspired by admiration for the art and philosophy of ancient Greece and Rome, as well as the Renaissance drive to imagine how this beacon of beauty and virtue would manifest itself in physical human form.







‘The embodiment of the ideal female is a young woman with pale, delicate skin, a sensuous hourglass figure and flowing golden hair. The archetypal goddess of beauty had arrived’





To arrive at his concept of female beauty and virtue, Botticelli turned to both the classic ‘Venus Pudica’ (Venus of Modesty) pose, in which the figure attempts to cover her nakedness with her hands, and to descriptions of natural beauties in ancient texts. The resulting embodiment of the ideal female – beautiful and virtuous, who inspires love and goodness – is a young woman with pale, delicate skin, a sensuous hourglass figure and flowing golden/strawberry blonde hair. Botticelli applied gold highlights to her hair and alabaster powder on her skin to heighten these effects and give her a shimmering, ethereal presence. The archetypal goddess of beauty, which has endured for centuries, had arrived.


[image: A painting features a nude woman on a scallop shell approaching the shores. Another woman in a floral dress throws a cloak over the first woman. A third woman clings to a winged man, who hovers over the scallop shell and blows air with his mouth.]










MONA LISA 1503–1519



Leonardo da Vinci


(Italian, 1452–1519)


Mona Lisa, by the artist, scientist and thinker, Leonardo da Vinci, must be the most famous portrait in the world. Certainly, it is the most referenced, copied and parodied work of art in history – you can even pick up a copy for yourself at the furniture giant, IKEA. The sitter is generally believed to have been Lisa Gherardini, wife of the Florentine merchant Francesco del Giocondo. Leonardo worked on the portrait with her for three years, but continued to tinker with the painting until his death in 1519.


With this portrait, Leonardo introduced a number of influential innovations. Instead of just a bust, his composition extends below the waist to include her arms and hands, giving her a much more commanding presence. She is also sitting in front of a landscape, instead of in her home, as was more customary for portraits of women at the time. While most earlier portraits were in profile, Leonardo offers a three-quarter view, so his sitter is looking out at the viewer, taking them on with her enigmatic expression and gaze. She appears self-possessed, slightly bemused and with a hint of a smile.


That smile amazed Leonardo’s contemporaries and has continued to intrigue for 500 years since. Giorgio Vasari, an artist and author of The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects (1550), wrote at the time that ‘the mouth, joined to the flesh-tints of the face by the red of the lips, appeared to be living flesh rather than paint … [and] … there was a smile so pleasing that it seemed divine rather than human; and those who saw it were amazed to find that it was as alive as the original.’1


Leonardo left us with a portrait of a real woman with individual features facing the viewer with an expression that continues to intrigue and captivate. Enter the archetypal beautiful woman of mystery.


[image: A painting features a woman in a black dress sitting on a sofa and giving a small smile.]










THE WITCHES 1510



Hans Baldung


(German, 1484–1545)


At the same time as Botticelli was conceptualizing his image of ideal femininity (pp. 14–15), a pair of Dominican friars – Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger – were writing their vicious witch-hunters’ guide, Malleus Maleficarum (The Hammer of Witches) (1486). This hateful book ‘proved’ in no uncertain terms that witchcraft existed and warned of witches’ powers and activities, such as cavorting with demons and kidnapping and eating babies.


The book contained instructions on how to identify and convict witches in order to eliminate them, and revealed how ‘all witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable’, and that love magic is ‘the best known and most common form of witchcraft’.2 While men could be witches, more often than not they were victims of the sorcery of women doing Satan’s work. Those singled out for vitriol were old women, midwives, nuns, healers and women who made potions and cosmetics – especially love potions and charms. Artists such as Hans Baldung provided visuals for these personifications of evil, so that everyone could identify the witches in their midst.


In The Witches, a group of nude witches prepare for a mass gathering – a ‘sabbath’ – underlining the fear of gatherings of groups of women and the activities that are their exclusive domain. Two young, seated witches are shown with an old shrieking hag between them, who serves as a reminder of what they will become. The trio is seen making a magic potion. Its smoke rises to the flying temptress above, who rides backwards on a goat as she eyes the viewer seductively (riding backwards is a symbol of evil, while goats are associated with the devil and lust). With their loose, scraggly hair, Baldung’s women are free and dangerous, as opposed to the refined, respectable women of the day who wore their hair pulled back and contained (see Anguissola, p. 28 and Carracci, p. 34).


The invention of the printing press in 1440 allowed the misogynistic fearmongering of Malleus Maleficarum to be spread far and wide. More than 30 editions were printed between 1486 and 1669 – the prime years of witch trials in Europe – while prints such as Baldung’s helped cement the notion that female sexuality was evil and dangerous. They also showed what it looked like: the witch was either an old hag or a sexy femme fatale luring innocent men to an awful fate.


[image: Two young men sit on the ground and mix potions in a pot. An older woman is between them and shouts. Smoke rises from the pot, which has an image of a nude woman riding a goat backwards.]










MADONNA DELLA SEDIA 1514



Raphael


(Italian, 1483–1520)


Raphael is renowned for his exquisite Madonna paintings and idealized visions of beauty, especially female beauty. Madonna della Sedia (Madonna of the Chair, also known as Madonna and Child with St John) is by far his most humanist portrayal of the Virgin Mary. While the clues are there that this is a Madonna painting – Mary is wearing her signature blue dress and there are faint halos behind her and the toddler (St John) who is praying and holding a tiny cross – Mary definitely reads as a realistic human mother with her children. This certainly allows for greater identification with the viewer than many other religious paintings of the time.


In most of Raphael’s Madonna paintings, Mary is portrayed looking at the Christ Child, but here she is looking out at the viewer, holding her child in a tender, protective embrace – trying to protect him from his fate, perhaps? In this image, we see Mary more as the mother of baby Jesus, rather than Mary, the Mother of the Church. Even if the viewer knows that this is a painting of the Madonna and Child with St John the Baptist, it is not the Virgin Mary as Saint, but Mary as more of an ‘everywoman’ or ‘everymother’ that comes across. She is further humanized by the contemporary fashionable headscarf and shawl that she is wearing.
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