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SESSION 1: FLESHY BODIES
Basia Sliwinska (Loughborough University) 

The Eclipse of Gender: 

Seductive Bodies in Contemporary Sculpture
‘Nothing is less certain today than sex, behind the liberation of its discourse. And nothing today is less certain than desire, behind the proliferation of its images.’ – Baudrillard (1990)

Liberated desire is frequently viewed - in philosophy, psychoanalysis and ethics - as evil, as seduction. Its versatile versions of perfection, perversion, ugliness, fetishisation and the promotion of the senses resurrects an interest in the body which is also reflected in contemporary sculpture, e.g. Igor Mitoraj, Banksy, Dennis Potami, Muriel Castanis and Melissa McGill. The body, always associated with beauty, was shaped by its visual properties such as harmonious proportions, symmetrical traces, and the proper relations of its parts. In this paper, I want to consider the sculptured body with reference to the changing status of beauty, an enhanced interest in gender and the new androgynous sexuality. This ‘new desire’ is reversed and confused; it no longer belongs exclusively to the feminine world or masculine. It seduces both.  Is it a coincidence that many contemporary sculptors choose the classical trope to represent bodies in order for them to seem perfect and ideal? May the use of ‘heroic’ bronze and marble be considered in relation to an eighteenth century aristocratic understanding of seduction? Or is the ‘new desire’ liberated from gender? Is it androgynous? As Foucault states, sexuality is processed inter alia as production of desire. Paraphrasing, as beauty is irrevocably connected to desire, does it also evoke gender issues? Is there a tense and intense intersection of sexes?

Frank Ferrie (Birkbeck, University of London) 
The Desire for Conformity: Images of the Female Body as Vehicles for Social Control in 15th-Century Tuscany

This paper is part of an on-going study of the decline of the image of the Madonna del Parto, (the ‘Madonna of Childbirth’ or pregnant Madonna) in fifteenth-century Tuscany. Observers have noted the potential for religious controversy in a naturalistically-depicted pregnant Virgin Mary.  For example, Michael Tomlinson, writing about Piero della Francesca’s Madonna del Parto (c.1460), claims that ‘the nitty-gritty of pregnancy must have sat uneasily with church authorities increasingly obsessed with Mary’s virginity.’ Other reports claim that the Madonna del Parto was one in a number of images that were deemed unacceptable in doctrinal terms by the Council of Trent in 1563. However, by re-assessing contemporary moral texts on the family and connected Renaissance imagery, this paper argues that social discourses had greater potential to limit the popularity of the Madonna del Parto than religious ambiguity or controversy.

SESSION 2: DESIRE, BEAUTY, LOVE
Katie Faulkner (Coutauld Institute of Art)
The Creative Power of the World: Ruskinian Beauty versus Darwinian Desire in Rossetti’s Venus Verticordia (1864-8)

This paper will examine how desire is figured in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Venus Verticordia (1864-8). In this painting Venus and her attributes have been conventionally read as emblematic of the dangers of sexual love. John Ruskin was disturbed by the ‘coarseness’ and sensual power of the image, isolating the flowers as particularly disquieting. The anxieties caused by this image can be tied into Ruskin’s wider anxieties around the status of beauty, especially that of plants and flowers. Additionally, the publication of the fourth edition of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species in 1866 and his botanical studies profoundly affected how plants and flowers’ beauty was perceived in the late nineteenth century. Darwin and Grant Allen, one of his popularizers, explicitly linked a plant’s beauty with the attraction of insects and therefore sexual reproduction. Ruskin rejected this utilitarian view of beauty in his own botanical texts such as Proserpina. For Ruskin the flower was beautiful for beauty’s sake, not for the purposes of sexual reproduction. Darwin’s notion of beauty, however, alters the traditional association between flowers and the female form. This in turn affects our understanding of images of women with flowers from the late nineteenth century, where flowers perhaps represent a beauty explicitly linked to sexual selection and reproduction. The birds, insects and flowers surrounding the female body in Venus Verticordia can be linked to the process of reproduction as well as representing truth to nature, providing a fertile entry point for an exploration of Darwinian versus Ruskinian beauty.

Kerry Gavaghan (University of Oxford)
Renaissance Cassoni:  The Practicality of Desire

This paper will examine the role of sexually stimulating images in encouraging desire between newlywed couples in quattrocento Italy.  Cassoni, or marriage chests, were a requisite part of nuptial gift giving among upper class families, especially in Florence during the early Renaissance.  Cassoni were placed in the bedchamber and held the couple’s bed linens as well as other belongings.  The marriage chests had both functional and decorative purposes.  The inner lid of a cassone was usually decorated, most typically with a floral pattern, and in some cases with nude figures.  It can be surmised that these cassoni were gifted in pairs – with a nude female figure on one and a male nude on the other.  In the early years of marriage, these images of desirable nudes contained inside the chests were intended to stimulate sexual relations.  Ultimately, the goal of marriage was to produce children and it was widely believed that beautiful images would help to produce handsome and healthy male children.  Though the nude figures painted on cassoni lids operated as a functional part of a couple’s reproductive strategies, their sexual appeal was not lost on fifteenth-century men and women.  A variety of sources during the period confirm the profound response that sexual images could provoke from those who viewed them. Artists were driven by demand for sexually suggestive images and motivated by knowledge of human reaction to images of desire.  In this particular case study, desire is represented in common objects and becomes intertwined with both practicality and sexuality.  

Catherine Hunt (University of Bristol)
Honourable Intentions?: The Depiction of Gloves in 16th- and 17th-century Art to Reflect Love, Desire and Marital Fidelity

Throughout the early modern period, gloves were associated both with love and with its expected, and honourable, outcome, marriage.  Consequently, gloves were frequently depicted in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century marriage and family portraits, especially in northern Europe.  During this period, there were significant changes in ideas about marriage, both in terms of the reality of marriage, for example the increasing prevalence of companionable marriage for all but the aristocracy, and in terms of the literary associations of love, which drew heavily on allegorical imagery and the amor cortois which was most readily associated with Petrarchism.  In the latter case, there were inherent contradictions between those ideas and the reality of marriage within aristocratic and bourgeois society.   Furthermore, during the early modern period there were changes in the associations evoked by gloves.  In this paper I will explore the ways in which these changes were articulated in portraits throughout this period.  In turn, the changes in artistic practice and, in particular, the changing role of symbolism in portraiture, impacted on the depiction of gloves and the gestures associated with them.

Alongside these formal portraits of marriage and family, gloves can also be found in art depicting some less honourable outcomes of love.  Artists exploited alternative associations of gloves, including the fetishistic aspects, to represent desire and sexuality.  They also subverted existing associations to create moralising or humorous images.  This paper considers the ways in which these images drew on literary sources for their impact as well as on existing visual culture.

SESSION 3: SUBVERSIVE SEXUALITY
Rebecca Rose (University of Essex)
Desire as Grotesque: Transposition of Sexual Fear onto the Female Subject in Figurative Painting
This paper will deal with the issue of how the portrayal of desire can sit uncomfortably with the artist: how erotic images may horrify rather than arouse; how an object of desire might be rendered grotesque.  I will pay particular attention to the paintings of Willem de Kooning from 1940-1955, for the concept of desire as threat and the inversion of idealized beauty, evident in this series of paintings, continue to influence artists working today. Sexuality is refracted into a spectrum of risk: how the artist represents these risks will be a focus of this paper: lovers become objectified and sensuality becomes a weapon. I will explore how the artists’ interpretation of their own desire informs their work, and in the course of this analysis I will look at the cathartic potential  - or artistic creation as sex by proxy – of painting.  The ‘ownership’ of the subject (that is, the artist’s control) is an interesting theme in the politics of desire. These examples will be placed within a modern art historical context, referencing works including Rodin’s Celle qui fut la belle Heaulmière (1887), Victor Brauner’s Fascination (1939) and Courbet’s L’origine du monde (1866). 
Esra Plumer (University of Nottingham)
Mastery over Madness: Reading Zürn’s Performance through Bellmer’s Photography

On the cover of Le surréalisme même, issue 4, there is a photograph of a form that can only be identified as a body by the stretched skin revealing the bumps of a curved spine and a deep cut that splits a woman in two; two buttocks that are trussed up, like the wings or legs of a bird before cooking, tightly bound together. A singular continuous string ravelled around the flesh multiplies this cut around the body, pluralizing her. This form belongs to Unica Zürn, whose work and writings, like her body, undergoes a sort of mitosis, repeatedly dividing and multiplying. This image is part of a series of photographs Hans Bellmer referred to as Unica Litogée, a self-defined title meaning Unica bound or tied. The verb ‘ligoter’, to truss, refers to the female body as meat, flesh, an object of desire or passion and points to the sadomasochistic relationship between the two artists. Bellmer’s photographs of Zürn go beyond his images of the dolls, where the body is not only fragmented but her sexuality is multiplied, reflecting on not only Bellmer’s practice but on Zürn’s as an artist. Unica Litogée represents Zürn’s use of her identity and femininity as a performative artefact where the role of Hans Bellmer, among other male figures within her career, become instrumental. 

The relationships of Zürn with Bellmer and Michaux are key to reading these images in their representation of a play on domination and sadomasochism – where submission becomes a form of silent expression. This paper will present the series Unica Litogée in the context of Zürn’s use of automatic writing and drawing to demonstrate the functionality of the line in her own practice as well as the use of her body as medium. 
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