
THE BODY UNDER STRAIN

For artists, the body is both a medium and a way to portray pain and suffering,  
expressed respectively in postures or expressions. Though today pain and suffering 
evoke a series of negative or medicalised terms – aches, wounds, diseases, woe, loss 
or death, these notions in the history of art were first associated with punishment, the 
Passion, agony, atonement and Christ’s redemption. 

Ever since Andrea Mantegna made Saint Sebastian a kind of canon of the male 
body in 1480, this third-century martyr has greatly inspired artists. The agony of the  
persecuted saint in the painting by Daniele Crespi is expressed in the body’s sinuous 
strained muscle that extends a face painted in smaller proportions.

The strain the body is put under is also associated with certain mythological episodes, 
including the fall of Vulcan, depicted by the painter Jean-Baptiste Corneille. Vulcan 
was thrown off Olympus by Jupiter and remained lame.

From crucifixion to choreography, the violence portrayed by Ernest Pignon-Ernest 
recalls the world of Jean Genet’s novel Querelle de Brest, staged in Brest in 2006.
Away from all religious references, Albert Bartholomé’s bronze underlines the univer-
sality of bodily suffering in the face of death.  

GENDERED BODIES

Whereas one’s sex denotes biological characteristics - being born a man or a woman,  
gender denotes social roles that are adopted and instilled in people culturally.  
So gender is the result of power relations in society and conceiving it is a dynamic 
process that can change according to period, environment, particular circumstances 
and cultural differences.

François-Nicolas Chifflart sketched a primordial man to symbolise the characteristics 
of male identity: bravery, strength and determination. On the other hand, the beauty 
of the nude body in La Belle Peul by Corneille seems to represent both eroticism and  
motherhood. 

Men’s costumes? Women’s costumes? Sonia Delaunay was a major figure in abstract 
art. She designed fanciful costumes for the 1923 performance of the play Le Cœur à 
Gaz by Tristan Tzara (1896–1963). Since the 1970s, many artists have humorously 
undermined male and female stereotypes. 

Françoise Pétrovitch’s series Rougir is a kind of etched diary she began in 2005. It 
explores notions of gender and intimacy, showing fragments of scenes in undefined 
spaces. The use of red, a colour associated with blood flow, underlines the ambiguity 
of these images.

The selection ends with an oeuvre by Hélène Paris, the title of which recalls Pierre  
Bourdieu’s work La Domination masculine (1998). She mocks gender stereotypes, ima-
gining a scene where women dominate to the detriment of men, whose future hangs 
by a thread.  
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BODIES IN MOTION

The dancer and the artist share common ground in performing a movement. One  
experiences it; the other draws, sculpts or paints it. But both show an emotion, a 
motion. Studies of movement are a carefully considered stage in artistic creation, a 
unique way to showcase bodies in a space beyond the concert hall or sport field.

From the 1890s, new experiences transformed the art of dance, away from the  
codified high-society entertainment it had often been up to then. Artists receptive to 
these innovations took an interest in dance in all forms, whether folk dance (La danse 
bretonne by Jean-Julien Lemordant), oriental dance (Les danseurs albanais by Alexandre-
Gabriel Decamps), traditional dance (the dancers depicted in Kikugawa Eizan’s prints), 
or ritual dance (La Papanga by Anna Quinquaud).

At the same time, instant photography and chronophotography (shots in quick  
succession) emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, offering a chance 
to capture images of the body in motion, break down moves and analyse movements. 
This technique of fragmentation influenced certain twentieth-century artists like  
Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968). In his Nu descendant l’escalier, painted in 1912, the  
artist reproduced parts of a nude body in a hurried motion on the bottom steps of a 
spiral staircase. Lastly, Niki de Saint Phalle’s Nanas - whether balancing or hanging - 
seem to dance endlessly in a celebration of femininity.

BODIES AT WORK

Each professional activity puts the body to work because it makes demands on it.  
It submits it to a constraint, a learning curve and sometimes suffering. It requires precise, 
repetitive movements. The artist has to recall a childhood memory or observe carefully 
for a long time - they seek to recount and express motions and attitudes precisely 
and honestly to reveal the highlighted profession as faithfully as possible through the 
presence of tools and accessories.

Simple on-the-spot sketches, modelling or sharply accurate lines offer true-to-life  
accounts and shed light on techniques and trades practised. The individual is no  
longer treated as a model but as a sociological subject. 

Keeping to its sea theme, the museum has chosen works depicting maritime trades,  
including fishing (Le Pêcheur de raies by Mathurin Méheut and La Manga by Hokusai)  
and kelp farming (La Récolte du goémon by Drevill). Mathurin Méheut captured the  
movements of men and women at work and enjoyed observing sailors in their day-
to-day activities. In his acceptance speech at the Académie de Marine institute for 
maritime studies in 1956, he said: ‘I grew attached to sea labourers, to sea fighters, 
to those who feel the sea so intimately inside their bodies that it gives them that 
inimitable character and look.’ The selection is completed with a depiction of a task 
traditionally attributed to women: seeking and carrying water (Porteuse d’eau songoi by 
Anna Quinquaud).

BODY COMBAT

In French, corps-à-corps (literally ‘body-to-body’) means both a fierce scuffle in general 
and a hand-to-hand fight in combat sport: a two-person clash at close quarters.  
Common rules govern combat sport to ensure participants are treated equally and 
protected physically. One of the main aims of combat sport is to compete against 
other practitioners. Physical preparation and mental strength are two complementary 
factors that determine whether one player or the other wins a match. 

In the history of art, depictions of soldiers and warriors have been showcased. 
René-Antoine Houasse’s painting La Bataille de Josué contre les Amalécites is a scene 
full of movement and violence, yet it looks frozen. Not a single hit is struck, not a drop 
of blood shed. The painting is based on a fixed balance of weapons in an oeuvre that 
combines rigour and delicacy.

Artists also portray fighting bodies to express phenomena in society or everyday 
events. Fernand Daucho stood out as a worried observer of society. He scrutinised 
events of his time as a unique onlooker, picking out familiar scenes. The geometry of 
the faces in Bagarre de blousons noirs gives the work a caricatured feel. The solemn 
look of the people in the painting endows it with theatrical force. Lastly, Lucien Simon 
painted scenes of Breton folk wrestling, which he sketched on the spot, where wrestlers 
mix with a colourful crowd of spectators.

THE CULT OF THE BODY

In ancient Greece, an athlete would be appreciated as much for their bodily strength 
and beauty as for their intellectual and physical abilities. Sport complemented a culti-
vated mind. The ideal was to keep a balance between both dimensions to reach the 
state of perfection embodied by the gods. 

So the cult of the body did not relate to your ability to surpass yourself or the pursuit 
of perfection, as it does today. Importance given to the body has changed radically in  
recent decades - it has become the focus of a range of approaches: healthy eating, good  
physical shape, surgery, medicalisation and outdoor leisure make the body perfectible 
and promote well-being and wholeness. André-Édouard Marty’s lithograph L’Étoile de 
plage shows this idea of free bodies enjoying the benefits of nature. 

The cult of the body also forms part of sporting feats that showcase qualities like 
strength, bravery and resistance to pain. The figure of the sportsman has become 
paradigmatic: their body is triumphant, vigorous and well proportioned. This can be 
seen in Raymond Depardon’s photographs of athletes, which cover five Olympic  
Games between 1964 and 1980. As regards Patrick Raynaud, he repackages the  
canons of ancient models, turning them into body-building heroes. Lastly, Claude 
Weisbuch’s etching technique reveals the talents of an ice skater, combining strength 
and agility.


