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Nudity, as inscribed in the history of art, is always in an aesthetic context and more often than not used to accent
formal proportions. To some extent nudity is an unveiling of the person. A person without clothes appears to us as
he or she is, and that certainly has aesthetic value.
Last Saturday, Reykjavík Art Museum opened an exhibition of photographs by South African artist Gary
Schneider. Entitled Nudes, the show comprises thirty life‐sized images, each showing a person without clothes, in a
“frozen” position, staring out into the gallery space.
The nudity presented in Schneider’s work reveals a formal distortion of the human body rather than the person
as he or she is, for Schneider uses a technique based on demarcating parts of the body while capturing the whole in
a single continuous exposure that can take up to four hours to complete. The method is simple in and of itself. The
person lies naked on a black cloth, below a stationary camera with an open aperture. Schneider shines a flashlight
on the various parts of the body. Later, when the picture is developed, the body in the picture is complete, but its
forms have slipped out of context. The limbs are incorrect, the skin tone unnatural, features are exaggerated: the
person’s aspect becomes grotesque.
My emphasis here is on ‘the grotesque’, a concept that has received remarkably little notice in aesthetic analysis,
given its importance to the arts. French author Victor Hugo probably deserves the laurels for giving the concept a
meaning compatible with our understanding of other aesthetic concepts. In his famous essay of 1827, two years
before publishing the Hunchback of Notre Dame, Hugo pitted the grotesque against the beautiful and the sublime.

Hugo called the grotesque a blend of horror, threat, and comedy and noted that not everything in creation was
intended to appeal to mankind’s sense of beauty; ugliness dwelt with beauty just as shadows dwelt with light.
Indeed, Hugo gave aesthetic weight to the grotesque: if beauty lies in an accepted proportional or formal balance,
and sublimity in formlessness or limitlessness, the grotesque is that which is in continual conflict with formal limits
and accepted proportions.
This conflict is precisely what is unsettling to the viewer about Schneider’s photographs. They lead us into a
realm of perception that we recognize from, for example, the paintings of Francis Bacon or certain films by David
Lynch, in which distortion directs us toward aesthetic value, just as the shadow points us toward the light.
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