The representation of women and sexuality in art
Realities of the Naked
Immediate associations with the word ‘naked’ often refer to the body being presented in an arousing or sexual way. The word has raw connotations and an artist presenting a character that is ‘naked’ can be expected to be crude and provocative. ‘To be naked is to be deprived of our clothes and the word implies some of the embarrassment which most of us feel in that condition’

It can be said that you’re Nude until you are confronted by someone who is fully dressed and then you are Naked. God made Adam and Eve both Nude and pronounced his creation ‘good’. It was only after disobedience and knowledge that they where ashamed and felt Naked. Masaccio’s ‘The Expulsion of Adam and Eve’ depicts this situation perfectly. The muscular Adam bends and turns to cover himself, racked with shame and fear. Eve attempts to hide her Nakedness while her face is contorted in a paroxysm of grief. If we look previously at Masolino’s ‘Temptation of Adam and Eve’ they stand confidently and tranquil, yet in the former we see the sinful and humiliated Naked pair.

When viewing Gauguin’s Nevermore, without question, the viewer perceives her to be naked. The clothed figures in conversation in the background contrast with the naked girl in the foreground. This is accentuated by the contrast of the curves of her body with the geometric horizontals and verticals behind her. Lost in her private reveries, she is aware of the figures behind her yet is oblivious to the viewer. As with Giorgione’s ‘Concert Champêtre’, c.1510 the lack of contact between the figures and the viewer ‘preserves the fiction of a world apart from our own, in which literary or symbolic meanings could explain the anomalous juxtaposition of the Nude and clothed figures’. Manet’s painting, ‘shocked not solely because it was a…recognisable portrait of…a woman of the people, but because of the immodest directness of her gaze’ Gauguin’s figure lies uncomfortably, back turned to the clothed figures, arms shielding her breasts while she attempts to bring her knees to her chest. As John Berger states, she is ‘without disguise’ and has not been ‘re-formed and idealised’. ‘The naked body provides a vivid reminder – harmony, energy, ecstasy, humility, pathos; and when we see the beautiful results of such embodiments, it must seem as if the nude as a means of expression is of universal and eternal value’

When distinguishing the differences between the Naked and the Nude we need to understand the context in which they are being viewed. I believe that artwork of the ‘Naked’ calibre is generally more likely to be looked at by a voyeur whereas artwork of the ‘Nude’ calibre is more likely to be merely viewed. Velasquez’s ambiguous painting ‘The Rokeby Venus’ appears to have been displayed for the delectation of the male spectator. In the 19thcentury, this painting was hung in Rokeby Hall in Yorkshire. It was placed high above the chimney piece so that the ladies may avert their downcast eyes without difficulty whereas the male connoisseurs could steal a glance without drawing the said posterior into the company. T.J Clark wrote that a ‘Nude is a picture for men to look at, in which woman is constructed as an object of somebody else’s desire’. ‘The Rokeby Venus’ famously raised issues with a ‘demented suffragette’ called Mary Richardson. She ‘…hacked at Venus’s delicious back’ and when asked why she stated that she ‘didn’t like the way man visitors gasped at it all day long’.
