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wild is the wind

Like a leaf clings to a tree*

* Dimitri Tiomkine and Ned 
Washington, interpreted by, among 
others, Nina Simone and David Bowie

Wild is the Wind
Pathosformel and Iconology of a Quintessence 

Barbara Baert

The representation, evocation and articulation of the element of wind 
in the visual arts is suggestive of fundamental and complex patterns 
underlying the relationship between the anthropology of the senses 
and their sedimentation in the visual medium. The blowing of the 
wind as such is invisible; its dynamic quality is detectable merely indi-
rectly, by the movement of things – swaying trees, waving grass, flut-
tering textiles – and hence its representation requires an artistic trans-
lation of effects as well as affects. The wind is a natural phenomenon 
that impacts on all of the body’s senses: it is tactile, produces sound, 
carries scents; it is like a cosmic breath that stirs, envelops and pen-
etrates our beings. The wind not only embraces, but can also destroy.

Our own bodies depend on and bring forth wind: wind stands for the 
air we inhale and exhale, as well as for the digestive gases we pro-
duce. In this sense, it is both essential and basal. There is, moreover, 
a ‘third wind’ blowing through our beings: the notion of pneuma, 
meaning either breath or spirit, was central to the thought of Aris-
totle (384-322 BC) and other ancient Greek philosophers. Pneuma 
refers to a vital energy, conceived quite literally as the ‘gas’ that fuels 
our brains, or the energy source that feeds our intellect, our faculties 
and our movement. It is a potential initially received at birth and 
subsequently replenished through respiration.
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1 For an excellent introduction to the 
anthropology and symbolism of the wind, 
see Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute, 2007. See specifically: Chris Low 
and Elisabeth Hsu, Introduction, pp. 
1-17, and Geoffrey Lloyd, Pneuma between 
Body and Soul, pp. 135-146; Alessandro 
Nova, The Book of the Wind. The 
Representation of the Invisble, London, 2011, 
discusses the motif of the wind in art from 
the early middle ages up to the present 
day; Thomas Raff, Die Ikonographie der 
mittelalterlichen Windpersonifikationen, in 
Aachener Kunstblätter, 48, 1978-1979,  
pp. 71-218, is an impressive study on the 
symbolism of the wind in mediaeval art.

2 Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the 
breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to 
it, ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: 
Come from the four winds, O breath, and 
breathe into these slain, that they may 
live.”- R. LUYSTER, Wind and Water. 
Cosmogonic Symbolism in the Old Testament, in 
Zeitschrift für alttestamentische Wissenschaft, 
93, 1, 1981, pp. 1-10.

1. Wind and Hermeneutics

In ancient Greece, there were five terms to denote wind, including 
the derived notions of ‘air’ and ‘breath’ 1: aer, aither, pneuma, phusa, and 
anemos. Anemos referred to the directional winds: Euros (easterly), No-
tos (southerly), Zephyros (westerly) and Boreas (northerly). The per-
sonifications of these winds were associated with sexual intercourse 
and they were believed to have the power to ‘impregnate’. Phusa, 
from phusao (to blow), meant ‘bellows’ but also ‘crater of a volcano’. 
Pneuma originally meant ‘breath’ or ‘air’, but it eventually came to 
denote ‘spirit’, ‘inspiration’. Aither and ear refer respectively to ‘mist’ 
and to ‘higher, open air’. The pneuma inside the body was known as 
phusa; the pneuma outside the body was aer (‘air’). Hence pneuma is the 
genus, from which was derived phusa or ‘breath’ and aer or ‘air’.

Ezekiel 37: 9 also mentions the four winds, though not by name. 2  
From the Early Christian era, the four winds were commonly rep-

Fig. 1. 
Genesis Embroidery, ca. 1050, Gerona, 
Cathedral Museum
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3 Kora Neuser, Anemoi. Studien zur 
Darstellung der Winde und Windgottheiten in 
der Antike, Rome, 1982, pp. 1-25.

4 Barbara Baert, New Observations on 
the Genesis of Girona (1050-1100). The 
Iconography of the Legend of the True Cross, in 
Gesta. The International Center of Medieval 
Art, 38, 2, 1999, pp. 115-127.

resented as winged youngsters, in keeping with ancient schematic 
representations. 3 Often, they would be shown blowing a horn. Such 
representations of the winds were an integral part of Christian cos-
mology. It is no coincidence, for example, that they appear in the 
corners of the Girona Genesis embroidery (ca. 1050) (Fig. 1) 4, where 
they can be seen blowing in the direction of the concentrically repre-
sented story of genesis. However, the winds are not just motifs that 
accompany creation; they actually effect and sustain it. They symbol-
ise the four global axes (and hence the cross); they are the bearers of 
the quaternitas, such as the four temperaments, the four evangelists, 
etc. As regenerative archetypes for the cosmos, the four winds also 
‘intersect’ man. Breathing impregnates and creates, making the wind 
the mediator par excellence between macrocosm and microcosm.

As the manifestation of a cosmic force that cries, thrusts and loves from 
heaven, the force of the wind cannot be harnessed. And it is this un-
controllable quality that makes it essential to animistic worldviews, ac-
cording to which the wind impacts on nature as a ‘wild’, vital a/effect. 
The wind breathes life into the lifeless, but can just as easily take life 
away. It can sensually caress our skin or ruthlessly destroy the harvest. 
In its invisibility, it evokes notions of the phantomic, the automatic 
and the demonic. Hence the association of the wind with the auricular 
symbolism of the voice, the spiritual world and musical instruments.

Wind brings together and blows apart, it flows onward and changes 
direction; in a word, wind is dynamic, capricious, unpredictable. And 
due to this unpredictability, it embodies an exceptional hermeneutics 
of association, freedom and the unexpected. But is an iconology of 
such quintessential capriciousness at all imaginable? Is it in any way 
possible to capture pictorially a natural phenomenon that surrounds 
and pervades us, that penetrates into and escapes from our own bod-
ies? How has the wind impacted on the tradition of the image? Is 
there evidence of a visual pneuma? And how, then, does this ‘airiness’ 
manifest itself in the visual arts: through content or form? 

In the first part of this essay, I delve into the work of the Florentine 
generation of Sandro Botticelli (1445-1510), which establishes a di-
rect relationship between visuality and ‘windiness’. This connection 
between painting and movement goes as deep as the reflection on the 
medium itself. Wind touches upon the issue of ekphrasis (the rivalry 



12

barbara baert

with the aesthetics of Antiquity) as well as that of the parergon (the 
shifting detail). Part two deals with a case that has played a defining 
role in the evolution of the Western perception of the visual medium as 
such: the Annunciation and its association with the phantasms of the 
auricular. Part three connects quattrocento ‘aesthetics of the wind’ with 
the archetype of sound and silence in a complex pattern characterised 
by the motifs of dance and decapitation, as articulated in the story of 
Salome and John the Baptist. In part four, the focus shifts to what wind 
yields through its antipode: the petrifaction and materialisation of the 
capricious, amorphously solidified (and silenced) nature. The latter her-
meneutic ‘probe’ thus fundamentally questions the traditional yet de-
batable dichotomy of iconology ‘versus’ stylistics in the history of art. 

2. The Wind as a Pathosformel: The Warburg Paradigms

The representation of airiness in the visual arts is subject to chang-
ing aesthetic tastes. In other words, fashion largely dictates how the 

Fig. 2. 
Venus, ca. 1486, Sandro Botticelli (1445-1510), 
Florence, Uffizi
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5 Heinrich Wölfflin. Principles of Art 
History. The Problem of the Development of 
Style in Later Art, Translated from the 7th 
German Edition (1929) into English by  
M. D. Hottinger, New York, 1932 
(and reprints).

6 Johann Joachim Winckelmann, 
Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums, 
Darmstadt, 1993.-See also: Vlad 
Ionescu, Deleuze’s Tensive Notion of 
Painting in the Light of Riegl, Wölfflin and 
Worringer, in Deleuze Studies, 5,1, 2011, 
pp. 52–62.

effects of the wind on its surroundings and the folds in the cloth-
ing of human figures inhabiting works of art are visualised. Some 
have even argued that the degree to which art captures the wind is 
a defining stylistic parameter. In his Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe 
(1915), Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) puts forward the notion of an 
oscillating formal language that swings between tectonic (closed) and 
a-tectonic (open). 5 The latter phase is characterised by compressed 
energy, with ample movement on the visual axes. In other words, 
windless, static and closed stylistic eras alternate with periods when 
visual art is bursting at the seams with movement. And within this 
framework of alternation, aesthetic judgements are made. Johann 
Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), for example, entirely disliked a 
free-flowing representation of dress in sculpture, and championed the 
beauty of regular, static folds, as in a Doric pillar. 6 

In the history of painting, there is one period – lasting for barely a 
generation – when the wind and its effects were celebrated particu-
larly exuberantly in dynamic representations of fluttering clothing 

Fig. 3. 
Primavera, ca. 1482-1485, Sandro Botticelli 
(1445-1510), Florence, Uffizi
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and hair, swaying trees and the like. I refer to the quattrocento genera-
tion of Sandro Botticelli, Filippo Lippi (1406-1465) and Domenico 
Ghirlandaio (1449-1549). 7 Georges Didi-Huberman discusses this 
aspect in his article Bewegende Bewegungen. 
Aby Warburg (1866-1929) interprets Botticelli‘s The Birth of Venus 
and Primavera (afb. 2, 3) as follows: 8 Deren blasse Blöße, deren schöne 
Gesichtszüge und deren große Ruhe bewundert hatte, verschob er leicht den 
Blick: auf das flüssige Auseinanderfallen der Haare im Wind, auf den Zwi-
schenraum der Luft, auf die einladende Wölbung des blumenbestickten Tuchs, 
das der jungen Göttin dargebracht wird. In eben jenen Bewegungsformeln, 
in jenen fließenden Gestalten erkannte er, fraglos, das grundsätzliche Pathos 
des Bildes. 9

Warburg is struck by the ‘vivid movement’ at the periphery of the 
body. He describes this as eingehender Ausmalung des bewegten Beiwerks. 10 
Equally relevant to this pictorial effect is the notion of parergon: shift-
ing details of seemingly secondary importance or ‘moving accessories’. 
A moving accessory defocuses the gaze, and the viewer’s sheer impos-
sible attempt to follow the dynamic flow of airiness results in a capri-
cious ‘windswept gaze’ that seems to breathe new life into the image, 
to impregnate it, as the wind Zephyros impregnated Flora. 11 

In addition to the impregnating gaze, there is another paradigm that 
comes into play here, namely that of ekphrasis. This generation of 
painters’ desire to virtuously copy the descriptions in ancient books 
was so great that it could give rise to pictorial anomalies, as in Pri-
mavera, where the folds in the garment of the Grace on the left would 
appear to suggest she is wearing a waistband, while in fact there is no 
waistband to be discerned. 12 What has been represented goes beyond 
the motif of the waistband; it ‘girds’ the image with ancient authors, 
such as Lucius Annaeus Seneca (4-65), who claims that youthful fem-
ininity finds expression in a ‘loose and transparent dress’. And Seneca 
goes on to say: They represent the three sorts of benefactors, those who bestow, 
those who repay, and those who both receive and repay them (...) What is the 
meaning of this dance of sisters in a circle, hand in hand? It means that the 
course of a benefit is from hand to hand, back to the giver. 13 The ekphrasis of 
Botticelli is passed on from hand to hand by the Graces, connected 
and sealed as a new, mysterious choreography of ‘airiness’: girls and 
their pictorial corporeality, hands and borders, infused and impreg-
nated through breaths of air. 14

7 David Summers, “ARIA II”: The Union 
of Image and Artist as an Aesthetic Ideal in 
Renaissance Art, in Artibus et Historiae, 10, 
20, 1989, pp. 15-31.

8 Aby M. Warburg, Gesammelte Schriften, 
band 1, ed. Horst Bredekamp and 
Manfred Diers, Berlin, 1998: Sandro 
Botticellis Geburt der Venus und Frühling. 
Eine Untersuchung über die Vorstellungen von 
der Antike in der italienischen Frührenaissance.

9 Georges Didi-Huberman, Bewegende 
Bewegungen. Die Schleier der Ninfa nach Aby 
Warburg, in Ikonologie des Zwischenraums. 
Der Schleier als Medium und Metapher, eds. 
Johannes Endres, Barbara Wittmann 
and Gerhard Wolf, (Bild und Text), 
Munich, 2005, pp. 331-360, p. 331.

10 Aby M. Warburg, op cit., p. 10.
11 Ibid, p. 38.
12 Ibid, p. 28.
13 Seneca, De Beneficiis I-III, 2-4; Lucianus 

Annaeus Seneca, On Benefits, Transl. 
by Aubrey Stewart. The absence of a 
waistband, like loose hair, is a cross-
culturally attested motif for fertility and 
the ‘receptiveness’ of the young female. 
The wearing and removal of a waistband 
appears in Berber fertility rituals; see Paul 
Vandenbroeck, Azetta. Berbervrouwen en 
hun kunst, Ghent and Amsterdam 2000,  
p. 93.

14 Georges Didi-Huberman, op cit., p. 334.
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15 Leon Battista Alberti, Das Standbild. 
Die Malkunst. Grundlager der Malerei, ed. 
Oskar Bätschmann and Christoph 
Schäublin, Darmstadt, 2000, p. 257.

16 This paragraph is based on Georges  
Didi-Hubermann, op cit., p. 337.

17 Leon Battista Alberti, op cit., p. 269.
18 Cennino Cennini, Il libro dell’arte 

o Trattato della pittura, ed. Gaetano 
Milanesi, Florence, 1859: LXXI, CL: 
“Le dette onde biancheggiale un poco in 
muro.”

19 Or even between textile, water and air. 
Tintoretto (1518-1594) would apply this 
technique in the rendering of ‘air’ in his 
Finding of the Body of St Mark (1562-1566), 
Venice Accademia; Georges Didi-
Hubermann, op cit., p. 338, note 22.

20 Georges Didi-Hubermann, op cit., pp. 
338-339.

21 Here the wind plays at the borders of the 
textile. The border of the garment is the 
locus of great potentiality. Here, the influx 
and outflux of corporeal energy or dynamij 
vibrate. In the visual arts, borders tend 
to be represented dynamically, as if to 
suggest a sense of fluxus. The wind is an 
important protagonist in the archetype of 
the dynamij. See also: Barbara Baert (with 
collaboration of Emma Sidgwick), Touching 
the Hem. The Thread between Garment and 
Blood in the Story of the Woman with the 
Hemorrhage (Mark 5:24b-34parr), in Textile. 
Journal of Cloth and Culture, 9, 3, 2011, pp. 
308-359; Ellen Harlizius-Klück, Saum 
& Zeit, Berlin, 2005. The exposing nature 
of the wind and the associated baring of 
body parts (particularly feet) is discussed 
in: Barbara Baert, The Wood, the Water, 
and the Foot, or How the Queen of Sheba 
Met Up with the True Cross. With emphasis 
on the Northern European Iconography, 
in Mitteilungen für Anthropologie und 
Religiongeschichte, 16, 2004, pp. 217-278.

A third paradigm in the parergon of the quattrocento was the prevailing 
artistic theory on ‘surfaces’. Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) argues 
in De pictura that a topic or historia is the result of the ordering of su-
perficies into membri which in turn become corpora. The beauty is con-
tained in the superficies: ergo in hac superficierum compositione maxime gra-
tia et pulchritudo perquirenda est. 15 In the case of Botticelli, surface areas 
are like Sehflüsse: transparent, painted in azure, without pigments and 
connected directly to the membri (e.g. folding hands) and corpora (legs, 
bellies, breasts), resulting in a formally perfect allegory of the Graces, 
of der Reigen der drei Grazien. 16 To Alberti surfaces and volumes are 
the visible expression of a phenomenon and he considers them to put 
into effect an unsichtbares Jenseits. And whatever lies beyond the body, 
Alberti refers to as Seelenregungen: movements that are hard to capture 
in painting, that represent an artistic challenge, like folds in textiles 
(Motus animi ex motibus corporis cognoscuntur). 17 The vivacity of surface 
areas, the movements of fabrics that evoke the Seelenregungen as the 
essence of painting itself, exist by the grace of ‘air’ and ‘wind’. Wind 
is the medium that induces beauty in painting; without it painting 
would arguably have no soul. Hence, painting contains pneuma, the 
genus of interior and exterior air, which ‘animates’ historia.

As Cennino Cennini (1370-1396) already asserted, draperies are es-
sential to creating relief and depth in fresco painting. He likens the 
artistry of rendering the folds in fabric with the skill of painting rip-
pled water surfaces, 18 suggesting an extraordinary pictorial relation-
ship between textile and fluidity. 19 On the interface of the representa-
tion of fabric and water lies the ‘texture of movement itself’. 20 The 
wind is the locomotive of the organism in motion; it reconciles the 
elements of nature with the materiality that lies beyond, for it is 
invisible and hence traceable only in its affects. The fact that, pictori-
ally, wind constitutes an effective Beiwerk or accessory should come as 
no surprise: it manifests its dynamic quality at the fringes, where it 
playfully lifts the hems of garments and sensually and teasingly ex-
poses flesh. 21 Moreover, as an accessory, it also glorifies the virtuosity 
of the visual medium. Such self-glorification is, of course, not univer-
sally appreciated. Perhaps this explains why Romanesque artists and 
the 18th-century art critic Winckelmann disapproved of this kind 
of Beiwerk as arrogant, exuberant, flirtatious and neurotic, and as a 
manifestation of a narcissistic obsession with surfaces.
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Be that as it may, there is no denying the significance of the transmedial 
shifts that wind – and only wind – makes possible between all sorts of 
materials and substances: water and textile, air and water, hair and tex-
tile … At a pictorial level, this results in a merging of the membri in the 
deliquescence, the paint, the pigment. The mind of the spectator reels 
at the thought that the painter is able to capture air, water and fabric by 
a single manipulation of a liquid medium and a brush. Both the moving 
fluidity, the Beiwerke of Botticelli, and the superficies of Alberti depend 
quintessentially on the wind as an alchemistic medium. 22 Botticelli’s 
wind aspires to transparency, while Alberti’s is one with the motion on 
the water surface. Transparency, movement and liquidity come together 
in the fourth paradigm: that of the reflective (water) surface. 

The Narcissus myth by Ovid (43 BC. – 17 AD) provided Alberti 
with an interpretative framework or matrix for understanding the 
nature of painting as the reflection on a surface of the human body. 23 
Botticelli’s brilliant representations of transparent attire is indeed 
reminiscent of a water surface rippling under a gentle breeze. Hence, 
painting as a form of self-reflection implies an element of narcissism 
or a particular force of attraction between the artist and the mirror 
rendered. In the words of Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519): Ogni pittore 
dipinge se. The mirror ‘keeps captive’ the soul of its original spectator, 
the artist. In a Renaissance sense, one can now easily see the wind, the 
moving accessory, as the ultimate catalyst for this ‘soul catching’. Wind 
is the quintessence of the Seelenregung, much as the fluttering butter-
fly leaves its larva and becomes a Seelentierchen (Aby Warburg). 24

The fifth paradigm underlying the dynamic quality of Botticelli’s 
‘moving movement’ is that of the nymph (ninfa). The nymph as the 
embodiment of all characteristic beauty and grace described by the 
ancients becomes the repository of ekphrasis. 25 She is the trademark of 
the maniera antica. 26 Authors such as Homer (ca 840 BC) and Pliny 
the Elder (23-79 BC) were admired for their ability to create visu-
alisations of the nymph-like Pathosformeln. However, the meaning 
of ninfa provides further clues: nicht nur eine ikonographische Formel 
all’antica, sondern eine Intensitätsformel, die im Kunstwerk die Fähigkeit 
des Lebens zur Bewegung und zum Bewegwerden sichtbar macht. 27 Ninfa is 
a dialectic form that, in a single movement (the danced immovability 
of a princess), modulates the body with its inner and outer existence 
into its very essence: das Begehren, das mit der vergehenden schönheit 

22 “The name [quintessence] comes from the 
classical elements of the ancient Greeks. 
The aether, a pure “fifth element” (quinta 
essentia in Latin), was thought to fill the 
universe beyond earth. This seemed fitting 
to modern scientists, since quintessence 
was the fifth known contribution to 
the overall mass-energy content of the 
Universe” (Wikipedia).

23 Alberti, op cit., passim; Gerhard 
Wolf, Schleier und Spiegel. Traditionen 
des Christusbildes und die Bildkonzepte der 
Renaissance, Munich, 2002, passim; Louis 
Marin, Détruire la peinture, Paris, 1977, 
pp.139-199; Christiane Kruse, Wozu 
Menschen malen. Historische Begründungen 
eines Bildmediums, Munich, 2003, p. 397; 
Ulrich Pfisterer, Künstlerliebe. Der 
Narcissus-Mythos bei Leon Battista Alberti 
und die Aristoteles-Lektüre der Frührenaissance, 
in Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 64, 3, 
2001, pp. 305-330.

24 The report by Doctor Ludwig Binswanger 
from Kreuzlingen Sanatorium, where Aby 
Warburg stayed from 1821 to 182, reads: 
“He practices a cult with the moths and 
butterflies that fly into his room at night. 
He speaks to them for hours. He calls 
them his little soul animals and tells them 
about his suffering.” And Aby Warburg 
himself: “The most beautiful butterfly I 
have ever pinned down suddenly bursts 
through the glass and dances mockingly 
up into the blue air ... Now I should 
catch it again, but I am not equipped for 
this kind of locomotion. Or to be exact, I 
should like to, but my intellectual training 
does not permit me to do so. (…) I should 
like, at the approach of our lightfooted 
girl, joyfully to whirl away with her, 
but such soaring movements are not for 
me.” With thanks to Prof. dr. Stéphane 
Symons, K.U.Leuven, who is preparing 
a publication on Butterflies and Souls in/
as Movement: Aby Warburg’s Seelentierchen. 
See also Roger Caillois, Méduse et Cie, in 
Roger Caillois, Oeuvres, Paris, 2008, pp. 
479-558, whose exceptional essay connects 
the Medusa with the sudden, elusive and 
vibrating movements of butterfly wings. 
- The notion of the butterfly or moth as 
a soul animal representing the psycho-
anthropology of the caprice is explored by 
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 Paul Vandenbroeck, Zur Herkunft 
und Verwurzelung der “Grillen”, in De 
zeventiende eeuw, 3, 1987, pp. 52-84. – 
The origin of the image of the butterfly as 
a nymphean fantasy arguably lies in the 
semantic relationship of the Greek words 
for butterfly and psyche (in the sense of a 
soul). The psyche is represented as a winged 
girl. In the Jewish funerary tradition, the 
butterfly is associated with the departing 
of the soul. In sum, the butterfly stands 
for the soul in motion in a transcendental or 
transitory sense; this notion was suggested 
to me by Prof. dr. Adam Bzoch, Bratislava.

25 Erwin Panofsky, Sinn und Deutung in der 
bildende Kunst, Keulen, 1978, pp. 274-350.

26 Georges Didi-Hubermann, op cit.,  
p. 343.

27 Loc. cit.
28 Loc. cit.

kommt und geht, mit dem schwebenden Faltenwerk, mit darüber streichenden 
Luft. Movement and essence, waving hair and desirability, appear on 
the reflective surface with a single gust of wind: in ihren Kopien anti-
ker Vorbilder verspürten die renaissancekünstler das Bedürfnis, hier und da 
einen Windstoss hinzuzufügen. 28 Ninfa is the final gust, and ultimately 
responsible for a much deeper – arguably the deepest – ‘neurosis’ in 
painting: desire as a pictorial affect. In other words, wind reaches the 
most profound sensuality that man possesses and that distinguishes 
him from animals. Desiring reveals itself here as the ultimate hu-

Fig. 4. 
Nymph in the Birth of John the Baptist, 
Domenico Ghirlandaio (1449-1549), St John 
the Baptist Cycle, 1485-1490, Florence, Santa 
Maria Novella
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manistic manifestation of the parergon, much as desire (for oneself) is 
intrinsic to the Narcissus theme in painting. 
 
The motif of the nymph was ubiquitous during the quattrocento. Ernst 
Gombrich (1909-2001) cites Aby Warburg as follows: Hinter diesen, 
gerade bei der geöffneten Tür, läuft, nein fliegt, nein schwebt der Gegenstand 
meiner Träume... 29. The obsession with the ninfa fiorentina is quite ap-
parent in the work of Ghirlandaio. One example is his fresco cycle 
depicting the life of John the Baptist, which can be admired in the 
choir of Santa Maria Novella in Florence (1485-1490). On the right 
of the scene representing the birth of John, a female figure carry-
ing a plate of fruit on her head enters the room dancing (Fig. 4). 
And in the background of the Visitation, the dancing figure of the 
Ninfa likewise makes a somewhat peculiar appearance (Fig. 5). Gio-
rgio Vasari (1511-1574) describes it as follows: Und schliesslich bringt 
eine junge Frau, nach florentinischem Brauchtum, Obst und Flaschen von 
der Villa, diejenige Frau sehr schön ist. 30 The figure of the nymph ap-
pears as a delightful diversion, intruding into a narrative realm that 

29 Ernst Gombrich, Aby Warburg. Eine 
intellektuelle Biographie, transl. Matthias 
Fienbork, Frankfurt, 1992, p. 143.

30 “E finalmente vi è una femmina che porta, 
all’usanza fiorentina, frutte e fiaschi dalla 
villa; la quale è molto bella”; Giorgio 
Vasari, Le vite de più eccellenti pittori scultori 
e architettori, Rome, 1963, III, p. 164.

Fig. 5. 
Nymph in the Visitation, Domenico 
Ghirlandaio (1449-1549), St John the Baptist 
Cycle, 1485-1490, Florence, Santa Maria 
Novella
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is not hers, but to which her spontaneous presence adds a vibrancy 
that makes it, on the one hand, an Anzeichen der Vergangenheit (all ‘An-
tica) and, on the other, an Index der Gegenwart. 31 Nymphs flutter like 
extra-temporal apparitions in whose choreography present and past 
lie interwoven on the interface of content and pathos. The disruption 
by the nymph who is at once an outsider – Aby Warburg refers to her 
as the Elementargeist der Göttin im Exil 32 – is also a rupture in time, a 
peculiar interruption, a pause in the maelstrom of history, whereby 
the nymph implodes and is compressed to a potential of tempestuous 
energy through which desire is channelled. Was ist schließlich dieser 
Wind, den sie mit sich bringt? Dieser Wind aus anderer Zeit, der die Ge-
wänder in einem geschlossenen Raum so unrealistisch bewegt? (...) So gesehen 
ist sie zwiefach flüssig: unstet und ausgreifend wie das Leben, ansteckend und 
ungreifbar wie der Tod. In jedem Falle ‚psychisch‘. So muss man wohl diesen 
seltsamen Wind verstehen, der Ninfa überliefert – und sie uns ausliefert. 33

Nymphs appear not only in ancient motifs alongside Venus or the 
Graces, but also in the Christian iconography. The Angel of the 
Annunciation and the dancing Salome are, for example, commonly 
rendered in a nymph-like fashion. Are these characters, shrouded in 
their mysterious whirlwind, likewise ‘born of the psyche’? Are they 
equally as ungraspable as desire and death? And are we concerned 
here merely with an instance of humanistic convention or does the 
notion of Pathosformel go deeper?

3. Pneuma and the Annunciation

Luke 1: 28-35 recounts:
‘[28] The Angel went to her and said: “Greetings you who are highly 
favored! The Lord is with you.” [29] Mary was greatly troubled at his 
words and wondered what kind of greeting this might. [30] But the 
angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with 
God. [31] You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to 
call him Jesus. [32] He will be great and will be called the Son of the 
Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father Da-
vid, [33] and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his king-
dom will never end.” [34] “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, 
“since I am a virgin?” [35] The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will 
come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. 
So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.”’ (NIV).

31 The latter stresses the contemporary 
custom on the occasion of a birth to bring 
fresh fruit from the country into the home; 
Georges Didi-Huberman, op cit.,  
pp. 348-349

32 Ernst Gombrich, Aby Warburg. Eine 
intellektuelle Biographie, transl. Matthias 
Fienbork, Frankfurt, 1992, p. 143.

33 Georges Didi-Huberman, op cit., p. 356.
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Since the emergence of the motif in early Christianity, an extraordi-
nary energy has reverberated in the iconography of the Annunciation 
with regard to the legitimacy of visual culture. Does the mystery 
of the incarnation of God not lie precisely in the emanation of an 
invisible face in the visibility of the Son? And is that emanation not 
analogues to another mystery, namely that surrounding the possibil-
ity of giving artistic expression to the divine, of delineating it in 
lines and colour, within a setting bound by of space and time? That 
is why the Annunciation is more than an iconography of a Biblical 
passage: it thematises and comments on the beginning of the figura-
tive process that follows incessantly from the actual principle of the 
incarnation – the becoming flesh, and hence ‘image’, of Christ. In 
sum, the Annunciation is about the indefinable secret of the visual 
as such. Through the ages, artists have perceived or sensed this secret 
to varying extents and, in accordance with their Zeitgeist, they have 
applied different pictorial means to bring this deepest core to the 
artistic surface. The visual representation of the mystery of the con-
ception is, after all, quite a challenging proposition, for where, when 
and how did it take place?

The search for answers to these questions lays bare deeper layers of 
the wind as an archetype.

‘How will this be?’ These words, spoken by Mary according to Luke, 
have intrigued since the Church Fathers. Indeed, how could the vir-
gin have received a child by the Holy Ghost? Had she been overshad-
owed by the Most High, as the angel said would happen? Did this 
suffice as an explanation? Certainly the Latin Church put forward a 
different answer, one suggested by an ‘acoustic metaphor’. 34 Eve con-
ceived the word of the serpent, whereas Mary gave in to a different 
kind of persuasive force. The power of the word that entered through 
her ear was soon described in rather plastic terms: ‘O blessed Virgin 
(…), made mother without cooperation of man. For here the ear was 
the wife, and the angelic word the husband’, wrote Eleutherius of 
Tournai around 500 AD. 35 Or subsequently, in the Carolingian era, 
Agobard of Lyon (+ 816) said: ‘He, light and God of the created uni-
verse, descends from heaven, sent forth from the breast of the Father 
(missus ab arce patris); 36 having put on the purple stole, he enters our 
region through the ear of the Virgin, and exits through the golden 
gate.’ 37

34 Leo Steinberg, ‘“How shall this be?” 
Reflections on Filippo Lippi’s “Annunciation” 
in London’, in Artibus et Historiae, 8, 16, 
1987, pp. 25-44, p. 26. Augustine 
(354-430) asserts the following in 
his Sermo de Tempore, XXII: “Deus per 
angelum loquebatur et Virgo per aurem 
impraegnebatur.” Agobardus (ca. 775-
840) in zijn De correctione antiphonarii, 
cap. VIII: “Descendit de coelis missus ab 
arce patris, introivit per aurem Virginis in 
regionem nostram indutus stola purpurea 
et exivit per auream portam lux et Deus 
universae fabricae mundi.” St. Ephraem of 
Syria (306-373) (De divers. serm. I, opp. syr, 
vol III, p. 607): “Per novam mariae aurem 
intravit atque infusa est vita.”

35 Leo Steinberg, op cit., p. 28.
36 Jeanette Kohl and Rebecca Müller 

(ed.), Kopf/Bild. Die Büste in Mittelalter 
und früher Neuzeit, Munich-Berlin, 2007, 
pp. 9-30, p. 18. In the middle ages, one 
would have recognised the etymological 
relationship between chest – arca – and 
altar – ara.

Fig. 6. 
Initial R with Annunciation per aurem from 
Gradual, ca 1300, German, New York, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art
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37 Leo Steinberg, op cit., p. 28, draws 
attention to the play on Latin aurem (ear) 
and auream (gold). The golden gate is the 
southern eschatological gate in Jerusalem, 
where the Visitation supposedly occurred. 
A gate is also an image of a ‘feminine’ 
entrance, as in the Song of Songs.

38 Ernest Jones, Essays in applied psycho-
analysis, vol. 2, New York, 1964,  
pp. 266-357.

39 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 273.
40 Ernest Jones, op cit., pp. 273ff considers 

the nostril to be a pendant to the ear. 
In the pre-modern era, the nasal cavity 
was regarded as highly fragile and any 
injury to it as life-threatening, judging by 
the prevalence of amulets that provided 
protection against nosebleeds; A.A. Barb, 
St. Zacharias the Prophet and Martyr. A Study 
in Charms and Incantations, in Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 11, 1948, 
pp. 35-67, p. 63 and p. 67.

41 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 281.
42 Kora Neuser, op cit., passim refers to 

numerous examples on Greek and Roman 
pottery showing winged youngsters 
(winds) abducting women.

43 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 284.

The notion that the voice could impregnate through the ear originat-
ed in the underlying notion of the impregnating ‘breath’ (cf. Greek 
pneuma and Hebrew ruah, also meaning wind). Breath brings forth 
life, as God brought forth Adam by breathing the breath of life into 
his nostrils (Genesis 2:7). Hence scenes depicting the Annunciation 
often feature a dove – a symbolic representation of the Holy Spirit, 
usually near Mary’s right ear – as it ‘imbues’ her with the principle 
of life (Fig. 6). 

Ernest Jones, in his Essays in Applied Psycho-Analysis, takes as his start-
ing point the conventional iconography of the Annunciation, where the 
dove emanates from the mouth of the Father, supported by the golden 
ray, and interprets this as an emanation of the archetype of the wind. 38 
The semantics of the word wind touches upon various fields: ‘gold, i.e. 
radiance’, ‘ear, i.e. sound’ and ‘dove, i.e. bird/flight’, with exceptional 
derivatives such as the sense of the tongue (speech), the mouth (breath), 
odour and moisture. The questions that present themselves are as fol-
lows: ‘Why is the creative material represented as emanating from the 
mouth, and why as breath in particular? Why is it a dove that conveys 
it? And why is the ear chosen to be the receptive organ?’ 39

The mouth is a feminine attribute in that it is receptive, but as a 
medium for the production of saliva and breath, and as the locus of 
the tongue, it clearly also has some male connotations. Breathing as 
a life-generating act also appears in the Book of Genesis, where God 
breathes life into Adam through his nostrils (Gen. 2: 7). 40 In the 
Koran, the angel Gabriel is said to have ‘breathed’ onto the belly of 
Mary, thereby impregnating her. Life breath as a source of impregna-
tion may be associated with the properties of the air that seeps in and 
out of our bodies: blowing like the wind, movement, sound, invis-
ibility, moisture and warmth. Hera was impregnated by the wind 
and gave birth to Hephaistos. Zephyrus, wind of spring and of flow-
ers, begot Euphrosyne with Aurora. 41 Ovid describes how Chloris or 
Flora was raped by Zephyrus. 42 Aristotle and Pliny assert that female 
partridges can be ‘fecundated when merely standing opposite to the 
mail, provided that the wind is blowing from him to her’. And Au-
gustine (354-430) relates ‘how the mares in Cappadocia are fertilised 
by the wind’. According to a German saying, the east wind makes 
the penis shorter, whereas the Föhnfieber in Switzerland is a west wind 
associated with warmth and fertility. 43
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The combination of these semantic associations and their profound 
anthropological ramifications conspired to charge the notions of 
breath and wind with the potentiality implied in the Annunciation. 

Wind is rarely quiet. Its sound is the roar of the force of nature, a rum-
ble ascribed to God (Ezekiel 3:12). 44 Hence, the Pentecostal tongues 
of fire were preceded by a sound like the blowing of a violent wind 
that came from Heaven (Acts 2:2). The association between Godhead 
and wind manifested as sound is shared by different religious belief 
systems, including that of the Ancient Greeks, where the voice like a 
roaring wind is said to belong to Zeus. The divine windswept voice 
is emulsified in ritual elements, such as the peculiar-sounding archaic 
Dionysian wind instruments. Like Aboriginal didgeridoos and toy 
tops, they mimic the wailing sound of the primeval wind. This type 
of musical instrument is ritually connected with the reproduction of 
the sexes and ancestor worship, not rarely combined with the sexual 
symbolism of thunder and lightning. The ‘primitive’ calling by ani-

44 “Then the Spirit lifted me up, and 
I heard behind me a loud rumbling 
sound – May the glory of the Lord be 
praised in his dwelling-place!– ”

Fig. 7. 
Annunciation, ca 1440, Filippo Lippi 
(1406-1469), New York, Frick Collection 
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45 Athens was born out of the head of Zeus; 
in the middle ages, it was not unheard 
of for nuns to profess they had become 
pregnant because Jesus had thought of 
them; Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 295.

46 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 295ff.
47 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 321.

mals prior to or during copulation is a well-known biological phe-
nomenon. And does the lion not recall its cubs to life?
 
The roaring wind of the father is in fact a prefiguration of a more 
sophisticated means of communication: speech. In Genesis, God 
‘speaks’ things to life. In Christianity, speech – or the word – is borne 
from God’s breath and only subsequently nestles in the flesh. ‘In the 
beginning was the word, and the word was with God’ (John 1:1). 
St. Zeno of Verona (300-371) asserted that Mary’s uterus swelled, 
but from words rather than semen. The invisibility and immaterial-
ity of the breath and of speech forms the etymological core of vari-
ous words that subsequently came to express notions such as spirit, 
idea, mind. 45 This association is apparent in Greek psyche, Hebrew 
nephesh, German Geist and English ghost, all of which originally meant 
‘breath’. 46 This explains the richness of the notion of pneuma, which 
means wind, breath as well as spirit. In sum, from the roaring wind 
to the impregnating breath, the foundation is laid for an entity, the 
Holy Ghost if you will, who has the power to enter the human body. 

The other characteristic of wind, i.e. moisture, is mirrored in bodily 
fluids: uterine moisture, urine, sweat and semen. The wind-breath-
ghost complex coincides with notions of fluidity, much as water and 
ghost together are seen to have a purifying effect in Christian bap-
tism. In a primitive conception of insemination, it is framed as the 
result of a fusion of wind (or gas) and water, creating a vapour that 
is fertile not only for the reproductive organs, but also for the brain 
(cf. the glossolalia of the Greek Sibyls at vapour baths). The moist 
breath that comes forth from the mouth, with a red tongue as a fluid-
producing ‘phallus’, is sometimes compared to the element of fire (cf. 
the equation of the tongues of Pentecost with the descending breath/
spirit/pneuma). The wind fans the fire, yet blowing into the holy 
fire is taboo. And there is one invisible element that is neatly and 
seamlessly interwoven with the notions of water, fire, air and earth, 
namely odour. 47 Odour thus connects the four natural elements.

According to Jones, this endpoint is at once a beginning, whereby 
the passing of intestinal flatus forms the phantasmatic basis for the 
associative chain outlined above. In a process of sublimation, the 
odour, sound, moisture and warmth of ‘wind’ produced by the body 
is dematerialised, desensualised and decorporealised to the extent 
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48 Daniel Arasse, Le détail. Pour une histoire 
rapprochée de la peinture, Paris, 1996, p. 338.

49 On the relationship between waistband 
and knot, as well as its magical 
implications, see also: Ulrike Zischka, 
Zur sakralen und profanen Anwendung des 
Knotenmotivs als magisches Mittel, Symbol 
oder Dekor. Eine vergleichende volkskundliche 
Untersuchung, (Tuduv-Studien, 7: Reihe 
Kulturwissenschaften), München, 1977; 
Douglas Q. Adams, art. Knot, in James 
P. Mallory & Douglas Q. Adams 
(eds.), Encyclopedia of Indo-European Culture, 
London-Chicago, 1997, p. 336.

50 “Le désir du peintre dans la peinture 
même” ; Daniel Arasse, op cit., p. 340: 
“ombril-oei, oeil caché dans le corps de la 
peinture.” This is a variant of the Narcissus 
paradigm.

that it gives rise to the most abstract of notions: the impregnating 
breath of God, represented as golden rays of light. 

Let us return now to the motif of the Annunciation. 
In Le détail, French art historian Daniel Arasse (1944-2003) draws 
the reader’s attention to a painting of the Annunciation by Filippo 
Lippi (1406-1469) in which the buttonhole at Mary’s navel is ren-
dered without a corresponding button (Fig. 7). 48 The minuscule 
opening is barely discernible to the naked eye. As with the other 
barely visible details that Arasse discusses in his book, and which 
he invariably interprets as expressions of the enigmatic and intimate 
connection between the painter and his art, he argues that the miss-
ing button could have a symbolic significance. The small slit, at the 
same horizontal as the pigeon, the impregnator of the flesh by the 
word, could be seen as subtly suggestive of the navel as a paradoxi-
cally closed opening. It is virginal, as the iconography demands, yet 
sensual and erotic, as painting requires. Some critics recognise in the 
model the features of Lucrezia Buti, a nun from a convent in Prato, 
the Tuscan town where Mary’s cintula, or waistband, was kept as a rel-
ic. This band, with its knot across the navel, is a traditional symbol of 
the ‘tying’ and ‘untying’ of fertility. 49 As a sunken detail it serves as a 
visible invisibility in Lippi’s pictorial universe. As Arasse puts it, ‘the 
longing of the painter lies contained in the actual painting’. 50 

From the barely visible hole emanate tiny golden rays that echo those 
emerging from the bill of the dove. The golden rays stand for the im-
pregnating ‘breath’, the glow of the conception. However, this would 
imply that, in Lippi’s rendering, the light of word become flesh is 
already shining from the belly of Mary. On the other hand, the dual 
emanation of light is in keeping with the principles of 15th-century 
optics, according to which sight results from a simultaneous physi-
cal emanation from the eye and the object observed. The prevailing 
scientific definition of sight (and thus painting) becomes the defi-
nition of conception (and thus incarnation). Renaissance painting – 
preoccupied with mimesis and optical accuracy, yet not deprived of 
a layered symbolic meaning contained in those definitions – presents 
itself as an incarnation and vice versa. This way, painting represses 
the sonorous senses in favour of light and sight. The peculiar con-
sequence is that the opening at navel-height – blind and hence vi-
sionary – presents itself as a ‘looking inward’, endoscopically, with a 
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51 Leo Steinberg, op cit., p. 38.

virginal uterine gaze. For the closed opening that is the navel is also a 
residue and a scar of the indefinable: the foetal life inside the mother.

Filippo Lippi’s detailed treatment of the navel may also be seen as a 
virtuoso refinement of an older Tuscan tradition. In the altarpiece of 
Gentile da Fabriano (ca. 1421-1425), a ray of light emanating from 
God’s chest penetrates into Mary’s room through a six-lobed ocu-
lus and strikes her below the heart, where the shape of the window 
is reflected on her lower body (Fig. 8). The ‘eye’ of Mary’s room is 
repeated as an optical photogram: she bears the divine light of a su-
pernatural impregnation in an entirely pictorial fashion. The light 
has descended into painterly virtuosity: the subtle golden rays, the 
hidden energy of the dove and the optical resonance of a window 
on textile, which turns Mary’s belly into a kind of ‘receptive eye’ of 
‘windiness’. 

In 15th-century Renaissance art, the auricular metaphors increasingly 
became ocular metaphors. Leo Steinberg calls this a ‘bond passing 
from God to Mary, designed to neutralize sense by confounding pure 
specialized sensory apparatus’. 51 The result is an amalgamation, a 

Fig. 8. 
Annunciation, ca 1421-1425, Gentile da 
Fabriano (ca 1370 - ca 1427), London, Thos. 
Agnew & Sons Ltd.
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52 Seen from this perspective, it is apparent 
that the Madonna del Parto (ca. 1460) 
by Piero della Francesco (1415-1492), 
showing Mary with a round belly under 
a piece of cloth held up by two angels, 
actually represents the Annunciation. The 
fresco originally covered a wall near the 
high altar of Santa Maria di Momentana 
(previously Santa Maria in Silvis), a chapel 
near the town of Monterchi in the hilly 
countryside of Tuscany. Opposite the high 
altar, there was an oculus. Importantly, 
in the month of March, when the 
Annunciation is celebrated (21 March), 
the sun would have passed high through 
the western sky and lit up the fresco. 
This intentional touch is reminiscent 
of paintings in which the touch of 
light symbolises the conception, the 
parthenogenesis. The striking alignment 
of the sun, the window and the fresco 
transfers the location of the Annunciation 
to the Tuscan countryside, as it were. In 
other words, the laws of the natural cycle 
and the seasons are invoked, so that the 
Madonna del Parto assumes a cosmogonic 
significance. Her belly is a repository of 
the primeval force of creation itself. Piero 
della Francesca suggested this by the split 
along the front of Mary’s dress, on which 
her hand rests seemingly casually. This 
‘vaginal’ form is a reference to the ‘closed 
opening’, the paradox of the immaculate 
conception. Moreover, it is echoed in the 
curtains of the canopy that are opened by 
the two angels, like the Holy of Holies. 
The pomegranates on the fabric of the 
canopy refer to Semitic fertility symbols 
and they induct the Madonna del Parto and 
its location in the hills, which was once the 
site of a temple to Mythras, into both the 
contemporary and ancient fertility cult; 
Ingeborg Zapperi Walter, Piero della 
Francesca, Madonna del parto: ein Kunstwerk 
zwischen Politik und Devotion, Frankfurt, 
1992. In 1992, the fresco was moved 
to its current location in the museum of 
Monterchi. To this day, the Madonna has 

synthesis of a higher order: light that speaks, rays that evoke hearing, 
the voice of God who sees, the belly that receives and perceives, as 
Mary looks up at the oculus in her room. 52

But there is more. In Lippi’s painting, barely visible to the naked eye, 
the dove appears to be floating along on a spiral current of air. This 
unique and sophisticated visual representation of the wind, or, if you 
will, of the quintessence, makes the dove – with its bill and golden 
rays, floating on little whirlwinds until it comes eye to eye with the 
navel – less of an idiosyncratic presence in the otherwise homogenous 
composition. Whereas the angel is the messenger of God, the dove 
represents God’s desire or even its means of realisation. 53 As Jones 
argues, the bird is a rather obvious choice of phallic symbol, given 
the following characteristics: power of flight, a snake-like neck and 
head, a protruding bill, an absence of external genitalia (aphrodite), 
the power of song, and the relation to air and the wind. But why a 
dove (kolumba)? Typologically, the dove refers to the Old Testament, 
where it brings a leaf to Noah. But in the deluge myth, the dove is 
not just the messenger of salvation; it is the genius, the insemina-
tor, the founder of a new generation. 54 The ancients were aware that 
mistletoe is propagated from tree to tree by birds and, according to 
Pliny, doves in particular. 55 Aristophanes, in his play Omithes (birds) 
from 414 BC, suggests that the etymological meaning of kolumba/-

Fig. 9. 
Annunciation, 1333, Simone Martini 
(1284–1344), Florence, Uffizi
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a special significance to pregnant local 
women, and the museum is closed to the 
public whenever they request a ‘private 
conversation’ with her. There is an 

 abundance of literature on this and other 
examples of the Madonna del Parto in 
Tuscany; see especially: Brendan Cassidy, 
A Relic, Some Pictures and the Mothers of 
Florence in the Late Fourteenth Century, in 
Gesta, 30, 2, 1991, pp. 91-99; Ermes Maria 
Ronchi, Ermes Maria (ed.), La Madonna 
nell’attesa del Parto: capalavori dal patrimonio 
italiano del ‘300 e ‘400, Milan, 2001.

53 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 325.
54 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 334.
55 Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 334.
56  Ernest Jones, op cit., p. 334.
57 As previously mentioned, in the Gospel 

of Luke, Mary’s question is answered as 
follows by the angel: “The Holy Spirit will 
come on you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you.” In Semitic 
traditions, shadow is a symbol of fertility. 
It is also a feminine aspect, as opposed to 
the male aspect of light. Up to the 15th 
century, this specific tradition was not 
followed in painting though. Instead, the 
‘preferred’ route of impregnation was via 
the ear. However, as artists began to refine 
the techniques of representing light and 
shadow, the motif in the source text was 
rediscovered, which would appear to give 
substance to the argument that a medium 
must be technically mature enough to 
receive the motif pictorially. In other 
words, the shadow of the Annunciation 
also touches upon a turning point in the art 
of painting: it is realism that recuperates 
the fertility symbol and incorporates it as a 
reflection on the pictorial process itself; cf. 
Annick de Souzenelle, Le symbolisme du 
corps humain, Paris, 1991, p. 38; Victor I. 
Stoichita, A Short History of the Shadow, 
London, 1997, passim.

58  The threshold between the two worlds 
may also be expressed by the emptiness 
or, better still, by the perspectivistic 
space itself. The per spicere symbolises the 
‘looking through’ that which remains 
invisible: the conception; See also: Herman 
Parret, De l’invisible comme présence, in 
Visio, 7, 3-4, 202, 2003, pp. 63-91.

is is ‘deep’ or ‘dipper’, given the concentric ‘swimming’ movements 
in the air. 56 This is reminiscent of the concentrically whirling air in 
Filippo Lippi’s painting, and most suggestive of what is about to oc-
cur deep inside the belly of Mary.
 
To conclude, the motif of the wind is central to the Annunciation, 
both exteriorly and interiorly. On the outside, it appears as the mouth 
or arca of God, as descending angels dressed in fluttering nymph-
like attire, as whirling doves, and as word and speech emanating as 
golden rays of letters from the mouth of Gabriel. In its interior guise, 
the wind is invisible, the reverse of pneuma. It is the wind that im-
pregnates, that penetrates the body and enables it to bring forth new 
life. This invisibility of the conception and incarnation is exteriorised 
in motifs expressing deeper affects relating to the movement of air, 
breathing and impregnation. Representing such ‘invisible’ aspects 
pictorially is obviously a challenge. Thus breath becomes a golden 
ray, a gust of air becomes the fluttering of a transparent veil, word 
and speech become epigraphy, and Mary herself becomes – in the 
words of Bible – overshadowed. 57 But what about odour, the most 
invisible and pictorially challenging of emanations of wind as an ar-
chetype? 

The aspect of odour is expressed through a vegetative symbolism, in 
which the lily appears as the most important attribute for suggesting 
virginity. Lilies would commonly appear at the centre of composi-
tions (Fig. 9), as if to separate the realm of heaven from the receptive 
universe of the living room. 58 If the lily is indeed the marker between 
the two worlds, or even a materialisation of that imaginary threshold, 
then its scent may be regarded as the medium of ‘transgression’ be-
tween realms. 

In the Greek-Western paradigm, smell and taste come fourth and 
fifth in the hierarchy of the senses. 59 However, Jewish-Christian 
thought shows a particular fascination with these lower senses, where 
nostalgic regression and an intuitive form of epistèmè come in to play. 
Let us briefly consider two medieval sources: the 12th-century Liber 
Floridus by Lambert of Saint-Omer, and the poetry of the 13th-cen-
tury beguine Hadewych. In the prologue to the Liber Floridus, smell 
and taste appear as metaphors of knowledge. 60 The author wants to 
offer the reader the honey that the bees collect from flowers in the 
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59  I first explored this thesis and the 
hermeneutics of odour (and taste) in 
relation to the Noli me tangere motif (John 
20: 17); See: An Odor, a Touch,a Smell. 
Impossible to Describe. Noli me tangere 
and the Senses, in Religion and the Senses, 
(Intersections. Interdisciplinary Studies in 
Early Modern Culture), ed. Witze de 
Boer, Christine Goettler and Manfred 
Horstmanshoff, Brill, 2011 (at press).

60 Karen De Coene, Navelnacht. Regeneratie 
en kosmologie in de middeleeuwen (unpublished 
PhD dissertation), Leuven, 2006, p. 68.

61 For details on this matter: Barbara Baert, 
The Figure of Seth in the Vault-Paintings in 
the Parish Church of Östofte. In Search for the 
Iconographical Tradition, in Konsthistorisk 
tidskrift, 66, 2 1997, pp. 97-111; Barbara 
Baert, A Heritage of Holy Wood. The 
Legend of the True Cross in Text and Image, 
(Cultures, Beliefs and Traditions. Medieval 
and Early Modern Peoples, 22), Leiden, 2004, 
chapter V; Barbara Baert, Hierotopy, 
Jerusalem and the Legend of the Wood of the 
Cross, in Archaevs. Study in the History of 
Religions, 11-12, 2007-2008, pp. 95-116; 
Barbara Baert, Hierotopy, Jerusalem and 
the Legend of the Wood of the Cross, in Alexei 
Lidov (ed.), New Jerusalems. Hierotopy and 
Iconography of Sacred Spaces, Moscow, 2009, 
pp. 176-201.

62 Karen De Coene, op cit., p. 74.

garden. He also refers to the etymology of sapere as sapor, which con-
sequently inserts the notion of taste and smell into the heart of wis-
dom, or sapientia. The notion of the bees and the garden is of course 
topical: it refers to Paradise. However, this reference to the locus 
amoenus defines smell and taste as primordial senses of a lost world. 
We can see how Lambert is interested specifically in the prototype of 
scent as a ‘knowledge-generating sense’. This is why he refers to the 
Legend of the Rood, where Seth returns to paradise to collect healing oil 
from the Tree of Life in order to cure the dying Adam. However, the 
angel Michael instead gives him a branch of the Tree of Knowledge. 
Seth – like the aforementioned dove – becomes the carrier of a twig 
from which will grow a new pact. As Adam smells the branch, he 
feels contented and falls into the deep sleep of death. In the Gnostic 
sources for this motif, the scent of the branch does even more: it of-
fers him universal knowledge, the gnosis Adam desired and transmit-
ted to Seth. Seth would write the gnosis on two columns, one made 
of stone so as to be able to endure the test of water and one made of 
clay so that it could stand the test of fire. It is beyond the scope of the 
present contribution to develop this branch of the Jewish-Christian 
tradition further; 61 suffice it to say that it lays bare traces of a belief 
in the exceptional power of smell as a way of acquiring access to a 
knowledge privileged to God. So apparently scent, like touching the 
Tree of Good and Evil, could provide access to ultimate knowledge, 
gnosis. The prohibition of touch is diverted here not towards the gaze, 
but towards the scent that creates an opening to knowledge; a knowl-
edge, moreover, that was regarded as nostalgic joy, as a deep yearning 
for what had been lost.

Smell crosses the boundaries of and connects different realms and 
eras, including those of life and death. Furthermore, as the aerial ele-
ment of breath, smell treats knowledge as the awakening of our lost 
intuitions. The paradox of smell is that its impact on the past and on 
memory is incomparable, yet no other sense is equally as ephemeral. 
In Christian paradigms, taste is also considered a transcendental ca-
pacity of knowledge and desire, as is apparent from the motif of the 
infamous bite of the apple. 62 Taste (gustus, tactus with the tonghe) 
can be seen as a form of tactility involving the mouth; it is also a 
primary element in a child’s sensorium as it discovers the world by 
tasting. Both scent and savour seem to intensify the impact of the 
knowledge-generating senses on the field of lost secrets (intuition, 
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63 The psychoanalyst Bracha Lichtenberg 
considers smell and taste to be ‘matrixial’ 
senses. They are proto-verbal and even 
proto-birth, related to the period in the 
mother’s womb. Also after birth, smell and 
taste remain very intimate signifiers of the 
bond between mother and child; Bracha 
Lichtenberg Ettinger, The With-In-
Visible Screen. Images of Absence in the Inner 
Space of Painting, in Catherine de Zegher 
(ed.), Inside the visible. An elliptical traverse 
of 20th century Art, Cambridge, 1996, p. 
101; Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger, 
Artworking 1985-1999, Brussels, 2000. 
However, precisely the same kind of 
fascination inspires a revaluation of 
tactility in the work of Luce Irigaray. 
According to Irigaray, the sense of touch 
stands for unity. The unborn child in the 
womb is surrounded by fluidity. Thought 

 detached from touch, argues Irigaray, 
leads to the banishment of human beings 
from paradise; Karlijn Demasure, Noli 
me tangere: A Contribution to the Reading of 
Jn 20:17 based on a Number of Philosophical 
Reflections on Touch, in Louvain Studies, 32, 
2007, pp. 304-329, p. 327.

64 A selection of exegetic studies: Martin 
Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung 
von Johannes dem Täufer, Göttingen 1911; 
Ignace de la Potterie, Mors Johannis 
Baptistae (Mc 6, 17-29), in Verbum Domini, 
44, 1966, pp. 142-151; Jean Daniélou, 
Jean Baptiste. Témoin de l’agneau, Paris 1967; 
David A. Black, The Text of Mark 6.20, 
in New Testament Studies, 34, 1988, pp. 
141-145; D.R. Pape and K. Goodwin, 
Der Vorläufer. Johannes der Täufer, Prophet 
und Wegbereiter des Herrn, Stuttgart 1991; 
B. Balembo, L’identitité de Jésus et 
Jean-Baptiste en Mc 6, 14-29, in Recherches 
africaines de théologie, 12, Kinshasa, 1991; 
R. Couffignal, Le conte merveilleux du 
martyre de Jean-Baptiste. Étude littéraire 
de Marc 6, 14-29, in A. Marchadour 
(Ed.), L’Evangile exploré, (Mélanges S. Légasse, 
coll. Lectio Divina, 166), Paris, 1996, pp. 
147-165; Jean-Jacques Delorme, La tête 
de Jean-Baptiste ou la parole pervertie. Lecture 
d’un récit (Marc 6, 14-29), in  
P.-M. Beaude (éd.), La bible en littérature, 
Paris, 1997, pp. 293-311; D. Dormeyer, 

the archetype of the lost paradise, the unconscious, etc.), an inten-
sification that is actually translated cosmologically (initiated gnosis, 
meeting and uniting with God himself), much as the four scentful 
winds support the cosmos. 63

The branches of the white lily in the Annunciation represent this 
deeply anchored memory of the last tree of life and its portal to ul-
timate knowledge. This mysterious immaculate flower seems to be 
charged with all of humankind’s sense of nostalgia.

4. ‘The Girl Danced’. Salome and the Head of John the Baptist

Mark 6:14-29 and Matthew 14:1-21 recount the death of John the 
Baptist. 64 Herod had him imprisoned for denouncing as incestuous 
his marriage to Herodias, the former wife of his brother. 65 During a 
banquet, Herodias’s daughter Salome dances before Herod, who is so 
enchanted that he promises her a favour. At her mother’s behest, she 
asks for the head of John the Baptist. 66 The king honours her request 
and has the head delivered to her on a plate (in disco), which she gives 
to her mother. When the disciples of John discover about his death, 
they bury his headless body. 

The words korasion and orxeomai mean respectively ‘girl’ and ‘dance’; 
these are the words used in Mark’s account to the describe what hap-
pened. 67 This extremely sober evocation contrasts sharply with the 
notion of Salome the seductress in subsequent, altogether more sen-
sual, interpretations. 68 In the original version of Mark, the reference 
is unambiguously to a young girl, without any suggestion of adult 
sexual intent. As René Girard asserts: ‘Salome is a child. She has noth-
ing to do with the dance of the seven veils and other orientalia.’ 69 Girard 
analyses the motif of the dance in Mark’s account in the context of a 
‘mimetic desire’. The child is a blank page as she tries to emulate her 
mother. Herodias’s desire for the head of John the Baptist becomes 
her own. The very moment that she is filled with this mimetic desire, 
the girl crosses a threshold and transforms, as the speed at which the 
narrative unfolds accelerates. The girl hurries back and demands the 
head of John the Baptist right now. This acceleration coincides with 
an intensification of the plot, which converges in death: ‘At first she is 
a blank sheet of desire, then, in one instant, she shifts to the height of mimetic 
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 Der erwaltsame Prophetentod des Täufers und 
die weiteren Umstände (Mk 6, 17-29), in 
EPITOAUTO (Mélanges P. Pokorný), 
Prague, 1998, pp. 96-106.

65 John was most probably referring to 
Leviticus 20: 21: “If a man marries his 
brother’s wife, it is an act of impurity; he 
has dishonoured his brother. They will be 
childless.”

66 Mireille Dottin-Orsini, art. Salomé 
(appelée Hérodiade ou Hérodias), in B. 
Brunel (ed.), Dictionnaire des mythes 
littéraires, Paris, 1988, pp. 1232-1243.

67 Camille Focant, La tête du prophète sur un 
plat ou l’anti-repas d’alliance (Mc 6, 14-29), 
in New Testament Studies, 46, 2001,  
pp. 334-353, p. 335.

68 Janice C. Anderson, Feminist criticism. 
The Dancing Daughter, in Janice C. 
Anderson, Sharon D. Moore (eds.), 

violence.’ 70 The passage evolves from the silence of the king’s oath to 
the mimesis of the mother to a hasty fulfilment of the mother’s/girl’s 
desire. 

The innocence of the girl and her inability to desire of her own ac-
cord culminate in a gruesome irony: she literally demands the head 
of John the Baptist in an instance of metonymy. The figurative words 
spoken by the mother are not understood and the girl’s mimetic de-
sire is instantly fulfilled. 71 The plate with John’s head is, in other 
words, the culmination of a terrible misunderstanding. This misun-
derstanding causes the girl to present the head in the same way as 
nymphs present food. The head becomes ‘bearable’, a fetish that is 
‘carried forth’. All the other motifs from the story – the birthday, the 
oath, the food and the dance – converge in the plate as in an almost 
all-consuming whirlpool, from which only the inversion, the anti-
alliance and the typology of the sacrifice emerge stronger. 

The hermeneutics of the wind, applied to the character of Salome and 
the head of John the Baptist, opens up a highly complex wiring be-
tween the world of the nymph (i.e. the dancing girl) and the realm of 
death (the decapitation of the prophet), between moving accessories, and 
the massive consequences of this parergon, between the vortex of seduc-
tion and the flowing of blood. The nymphean paradigm reveals itself 
more clearly than ever in the girl’s ambivalence, as innocence becomes 
intertwined with perversity. However, the hermeneutics of the wind 

Fig. 10. 
Salome presenting the head of St John the 
Baptist, ca 1469-1480, 
tapestry after a design by Antonio del 
Pollaiuolo (1433-1498), Florence,  
Museo dell’Opera del Duomo

Fig. 11. 
Dancing Salome, Chartres missal, first half of 
the 9th century, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, 
cod. lat. 9386, fol. 146v
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 Mark and method. New Approaches in Biblical 
Studies, Minneapolis, MN, 1992, pp. 103-
134; Ewa Kuryluk, Salome and Judas in 
the Cave of Sex, North Western University 
Press, 1987, p. 189-258; Helen Grace 
Zagona, The Legend of Salome and the 
Principle of Art for Art’s Sake, Geneva, 1960, 
p. 129.

69 René Girard, Scandal and the Dance: 
Salome in the Gospel of Mark, in New Literary 
History, 15, 2, 1984, pp. 311-324, pp. 314.

70 René Girard, op cit., p. 314.
71 In this context, I consider the ambivalent 

role of the ‘occasion’ and the oath. J.D.M. 
Derret, Herod’s Oath and the Baptist’s 
Head, in Biblische Zeitschrift, 49, 9 (1965), 
Paderborn, Schöning, pp. 46-59, p. 56, 
draws attention to the instance of Jewish 
irony in the evasion of rules. If according 
to Midrash it is prohibited to fell a tree 
on a given day, then do not say ‘fell that 
tree’, but say ‘bring me the roots of that 
tree tomorrow’. Similarly in the account of 
Mark, irony comes into play in the usage 
of the phrase ‘the head of John the Baptist’ 
instead of ‘kill him’. The young girl fails 
to grasp the irony and literally gives her 
mother John’s head (= metonymy).

72 René Girard, op cit., p. 317.
73 Ruth Webb, Salomé’s Sisters. The rhetoric 

and realities of dance in Late Antiquity and 
Byzantium, in Liz James (ed.), Women, 
Men and Eunuchs. Gender in Byzantium, 
London, 1997, pp. 119-148, p. 137: “The 
female body in motion may be eloquent, 
even persuasive, but this non-verbal 
communication is not the moral equivalent 
of the word.” The Greek church fathers, 
such as Basileos of Seleucia (4th century, 
Oratio XVIII in Herodiadem, PG 85, col. 
228c), recognise in the girl the mute 
female pendant to the male word. She is a 
voiceless, objectified woman who owes her 
existence to the male gaze (Ruth Webb, op 
cit., p. 140).

74 Camille Focant, Les mises en récit par 
Marc et par Flavius Josèphe de la mort de Jean 
le Baptiste, in Graphè. 16: Jean le Baptiste, 
Jean-Marc Vercruysse (ed.), Arras, 
2007, pp. 15-26, p. 17.

75 René Girard, op cit., pp. 315-316.
76  Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, cod. Lat. 

9386, fol. 146v.

opens up yet another register, the substrate of which was already dis-
cernible in the Annunciation: the potentiality of the pneuma archetype 
to give expression to the image prior to its emergence. In the case of 
the connection between ‘dance’ and ‘beheading’, this mystery relates 
to the notion of semantic acceleration, an able swiftness that succeeds 
in capturing the cruel fleetingness of the image, which threatens to 
elude us as the capricious wind, in the ‘soul-catching’ net of the arts.

As a motif, the nymphean dance is connected with the ‘empty’ de-
sireless girl, while – characteristically for this medium – it also an-
nounces a convergence whereby the guests at the banquet are ‘con-
tracted’ around a single fetish: the head. 72 The dance makes possible 
this connection or anti-alliance, as Focant calls it. Girard points out 
that, since the nature of the dance is not described, the dance as such 
is not characteristic of the girl. It is not so much hers, but rather 
belongs to the female gender in general. As a medium that connects 
and hypnotises, the dance is the feminine equivalent of male rheto-
ric. Both apply schemata as a means of persuading or effectuating 
change. 73 However, in this instance the dance is voiceless and mor-
ally ambivalent. In the text of Mark, the voicelessness of the dance 
merges into the voice of a mimetic desire: ‘I want you to give me 
right now the head of John the Baptist on a platter’. The voice that 
will proleptically result in the silencing of the voice of voices: that of 
the last prophet. In Focant’s words, ‘sa réduction au silence étant théâ-
tralisée en fin de récit par l’exhibition de sa tête coupée sur un plat.’ 74 At its 
most perverse, the desire that the nymph exudes becomes a skandalon 
or ‘stumbling block’: ‘The movements of dance seem to untangle for us the 
otherwise unyielding knot of our desires. The art of the dance simultaneously 
excites and appeases desire. Desire does its best to turn the truth into a scan-
dal.’ 75 Whereas the dance of the nymph disentangles, much as Botti-
celli’s Graces dance without waistband, the reverse of the dance – i.e. 
the scandal – impedes, causes one to stumble, entangles. 

Salomé’s dance obviously became a prominent motif in art. Although 
a comprehensive discussion is beyond the scope of this essay, I men-
tion one example to elucidate the anthropological foundation of the 
dance. An early representation of the dancing girl can be found in 
a Chartres missal from the 9th century (Fig. 11). 76 The girl dances 
with hands held high, while beside her John the Baptist is beheaded. 
In the next scene, the girl carries the platter to her mother. Oddly 
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enough, the miniaturist has not represented John’s head as such, but 
rather a wooden tablet with a drawing of the head. Below, his body 
is carried away. In other words, John’s head is depicted not as a flesh-
and-bone head, but in an already ‘iconised’ state. The miniaturist 
suggests the transition from reality to icon, the emergence of the im-
age in the instant that the new covenant is sealed. Possibly the artist’s 
choice was based on the Greek text, where the platter is referred to 
as a pinax (Mat 14:8 and Marc 6:25), literally a tablet used for writ-
ing or drawing. In Luke, the word also appears in the passage where 
Zechariah writes the name of his son on a tablet, or pinakidion, (1:63). 
Zechariah was struck dumb between the conception and the birth 
of John the Baptist. His voicelessness, the absence of the archetype 
of wind/breath/speech, is suggestive of infertility. John’s head is ‘au-
tonomised’ on the pinax bearing his name. The beginning and the 
end of John’s life are thus connected, much as word (logos) and image 
become one in the Christian visual tradition of the incarnation.

The opportunity for the decapitation presents itself suddenly and it 
is seized instantly. 

The thread of life is severed, as if seized by Kairos, the god of 
opportune time. The head of John the Baptist becomes a trophy sig-
nifying the moment of moments, epitomised in the fulfilment of a 
gruesome oath that cannot be broken. The Dies natalis, the banquet, 
the oath and the dance all scurry towards the inevitable death of the 
last prophet. The girl is the intermediary, innocence personified, but 
when she obeys and takes hold of the platter and presents it to her 
mother, like the nymph, an inevitability arises – suddenly, nimbly – 
in the greatest of turnarounds. The hermeneutics of such a revolution 
can only be embodied by the head of heads: the new Elias, precursor 
to Christ. At the end of a process that began with the simple words 
‘girl’ and ‘dance’, the head on the platter becomes the symbol of the 
God become flesh; the head, in its autonomy, is ‘captured’ as an im-
age. The wind of the nymph has allowed the image to autonomise 
and it has come to symbolise its gruesome capriciousness. Hence it 
would appear that images do not emerge slowly, but suddenly, fleet-
ingly, fluidly, like blood flowing from a wounded throat.

To conclude, the relationship between the motifs of the plate of St 
John the Baptist and the wind is a paradoxical one. On the one hand, 
wind is a necessary ingredient at the level of the nymphean plot in 

Fig. 12. 
Head of St John, late-15th-century tondo, after 
Dirk Bouts (1410-1475), 
Warsaw, Muzeum Narodowe
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77 Root / lemma: gºer-1, gºer in  
[http://www.indoeuropean.nl/index2.html]

78 Julia Kristeva, Visions capitales, Paris, 
1998, passim; Laurie Schneider, 
Donatello and Caravaggio. The Iconography of 
Decapitation, in American Imago, 33, 1976; 
Ilza Veith, Hysteria. The History of a 
Disease 2, Chicago, 1965.

79 See also examples in R.K. Ritner, 
A Uterine Amulet in the Oriental Institute 
Collection, in Journal of Near Institute Studies, 
43, 3, 1984, pp. 209-221, passim.

80 Chris B. Leyerle, Blood Is Seed, in The 
Journal of Religion, 81, 1, 2001, pp. 26-48; 
Paul Vandenbroeck, op cit., p. 141.

81 Sofie van Loo (ed.), Gorge(l). Oppression 
and Relief in Art, Antwerp, 2007, p. 112.

82 “It should be pointed out that the neck is 
actually a feminine topos of vulnerability, 
not being a part of the body of the heroine, 
but of the victim;” Daniel Boyarin, 
Dying for God. Martyrdom and the Making 
of Christianity and Judaism, Stanford, 
1999, pp. 67-92, p. 76, note 36: “Strictly 
speaking it is death by piercing or slashing 
the throat that is marked as ‘feminine’.”

83 See Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22: 
a new translation with introduction and 
commentary, (The Anchor Bible 3A), s.l., 
2000, p. 1472. Milgrom also explains that 
nefes (sic) was first associated with breath 
(ruah), and only secondly and analogously 
was it equated with blood, the other life-
containing organ.

order that the image could become image; on the other, the image 
having become image is captured and extracted, ruthlessly drained 
away by bloodletting from the narrative framework, so that it could 
coagulate or solidify on the threshold of iconisation, in the pinax, 
right at the extremity of the pneuma: there is no mystery of the con-
ception of the image, comparable to the mystery of the conception of 
Christ following the Annunciation; there is only the opposite, name-
ly the mystery of the blood flowing from a severed throat (Fig. 12).

This would appear to suggest that, at the extremities of the Chris-
tian pictorial tradition, two paradigms are at work: the annunciation 
and the decapitation. Both incorporate archetypical associations with 
wind, such as breath, speech and elements of auricular symbolism, 
albeit in diametrically opposed ways. A hastily perceived image of 
John the Baptist thematises the arresting breath, the prohibition of 
speech, as the ear is no longer an entrance but rather an exit. The 
annunciation shows the image receptively, whereas the decapitation 
displays it emittingly, excretingly. The annunciation is intimate and 
introverted, whereas the decapitation is vulgar and exhibitionistic. 
And yet they have in common the profoundest archetype of the wind 
of breath, as becomes apparent in the motif of the throat.

Latin gula or ‘throat’ is associated in most Indo-European languages 
with the consonant pattern G-R-G. Greek gorgo or Medusa means 
vortex, maelstrom, whirlpool, which is also recognisable in gurgel, 
gurguli, gurges, gorge. 77 The Indo-European root means ‘passage’. 
 The throat is indeed a passage; it is a depth, tunnel, or threshold. 
In this sense, it mirrors the uterus or the dynamics of what has been 
‘ingested’ and can consequently be regurgitated (the hysteria). 78 An-
cient incantations incorporated the notion that evil or illness could 
be ‘devoured’ by the demon-hysteria. 79 After all, a uterus can swell dra-
matically, and hold or emit large quantities of blood. The uterus was 
also commonly depicted as tentacled creature that could reach to any 
other part of the body, including the throat. 80

As a phantasm, the consonant pattern G-R-G or gorgo is an entity 
that has the ability to contract and expand. 81 The association between 
throat, uterus and the primeval spasmodic movements of life itself is 
very deeply rooted. 82 In the tradition of the Old Testament, it is also 
the locus of the previously mentioned nephesh. 83 In this respect, it is 
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84 But which ultimately came to denote ‘life’. 
See Ellis R. Brotzman: Man and the 
Meaning of Nephesh, in Bibliotheca Sacra 145, 
580 (July-Sept. 1988), p. 400-409. Vanessa 
Rousseau, Le goût du sang. Croyances et 
polémiques dans la chrétienté occidentale, Paris, 
2005, p. 23, contends that in ancient 
Judaism ‘soul’ was interchangeably used 
for ‘life’, but that in Christianity the soul is 
more specifically conceptualised as distinct 
from the body, suggesting a dual human 
nature.

85 With special thanks to Emma Sidgwick.
86 B.D. Shaw, Body/Power/Identity: Passions 

of the Martyrs, in Journal of Early Christian 
Studies, 4, 1996, pp. 269-312, p. 273,  
n. 10, and 305.87 The relationship 
between Gorgo and gargling or guttural 
sounds is retained. Cf. the hastiness with 
which the head had to be brought in order 
to become image, to become gorgoepikos.

88 Denis Hüe, Le Baptiste et Marie: images et 
résonances, in Jean Baptiste au Moyen Âge, 
Aix-en-Provence, 2001, pp. 111-130.

most telling that nephesh, a word with a wide semantic range that is 
often translated as ‘soul’, 84 initially denoted ‘throat’, the physical lo-
cus of the life breath. 85 The victim is literally cut off from life. 86 And 
to this day, the church of San Giovanni in Venice is referred to by the 
locals as San Gorgo. 87 The exhibitionism of the platter with the head 
of John is, in other words, the opening of all possible openings, the 
most obsessive of which is the opening of the gullet. With this G-R-
G, it opens up a chasm with life itself, as the connecting element is 
severed. What I am suggesting here is that the urge to exhibit that 
comes to the forth in the motif of the beheading of St John the Bap-
tist channels the very fascination with the principle of life and thus 
re-encounters it, regresses to it, refers to it from the depths of the un-
conscious. D. Hüe develops the fascinating transgendering of John, 
and his analogy with feminine prototypes. 88 Bernard of Clairvaux 
(1090 - 1153), in a sermon on the biblical verse of ille erat lucerna 
ardens, et lucens (John 5: 35), explains the ‘chosenness’ of John ex utero 
in terms of a sensory metaphor: the word of God first reached the 
ear of Mary via Gabriel and was then transmitted via Mary’s mouth 
to the ear of Elisabeth, so that it eventually reached the child in her 

Fig. 13. 
Salome and the Head of John the Baptist, ca 
1520, Andrea Solario (ca. 1465-1524), Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum
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89 The relationship between John and Mary 
also finds expression in the very rare 
iconography in which John takes the 
place of the Madonna della Misericordia. 
In a 15th-century manuscript produced 
for religious women, a text about John is 
illuminated with a miniature in which 
John protects the nuns with his robe; 
Düsseldorf, University Library, D9; with 
thanks to Dr. Suzan Marti.

90  Carl Nordenfalk, Les cinq Sens dans 
l’art du Moyen Age, in Revue de l’art, 34, 
1976, pp. 17-28.

91  In Alpine regions, it used to be customary 
for women to dance with a St John’s platter 
on their heads to supplicate fertility and 
as a remedy against migraines; Leopold 
Kretzenbacher, “Johannishäupter” 
in Innerösterreich. Ein Beitrag zu Verehrung 
und Brauch um Johannes den Taüfer, in 
Carinthia I. Festschrift zur Vollendung des 60. 
Lebensjahres des Hofrates Universitätsprofessor 
Dr. Gotbert Moro, Klagenfurt, 1962,  
pp. 240ff.

92 It is moreover striking that the uterine and 
foetal nature of the auricular sense is such 
a prominent motif in the tradition of St 
John the Baptist: John leaped inside his 
mother’s womb upon hearing the voice of 
Mary (Luke. 1:41).

93 Christoph Wulf and Dietmar Kamper 
(eds.), Logik und Leidenschaft. Erträge 
Historischer Anthropologie, Berlin, 2002,  
p. 868.

94  Absolute stillness and emptiness are 
phantasms. Nature will not tolerate them, 
unless it transcends its own powers, as in 
the June and December solstices. Claude 
Gaignebet refers to phenomena of angoisses 
solsticiales in Western Europe. He observes 
that the heightened tension between 
nature and man during such episodes tends 
to be associated with the throat, much 
like fear grips its victims by the throat. 
Descriptions of the equinox rituals  
commonly make mention of the aspect of 
silence “Il nous faut rechercher aux deux 
solstices des faits, des rites ou des croyances 
qui associeraient ces périodes à la gorge.” 
Not coincidentally, it is 

belly. This is why Bernard refers to John the Baptist as vas (vessel), an 
epitheton that refers to Mary. 89

The throat is also the locus of the voice and of speech, two other man-
ifestations of wind as an archetype. John the Baptist, in his capacity 
as the last of the prophets, could be said to be the last ‘voice’, the last 
embodiment of the auditory knowledge system. His beheading is the 
sacrifice that is required for the visualisation of the incarnated God: 
voice becomes word, 90 and his position on the platter constitutes a 
whirling emanation like that of a cosmological ‘singing top’. 91 The 
beheading of John the Baptist marks the end of the cry in the de-
sert – a necessary silencing of the vox in order to create room for the 
Logos; the flowing of blood as the escaping life breath that, liberated 
and sacrificed, will be redeployed in a virgin. 92 There is no greater si-
lence than in this waiting: it is the silence of impending revolution. 93 
Schweigen ist ein doppelter Nullpunkt der Sprache, aus dem das Sprechen 
stammt, in den das sprechen mündet. Only after the cosmic revolution 
will absolute stillness ensue: it is the angoisse solsticiale that sprawls to 
the anxiety of Mary. 94

5. Infused with Matter and Deliquescence 

In his 1520 painting, presently in the collection of Kunsthistorisches 
Museum in Vienna, Andrea Solario (ca. 1465-1524) extends the motif 
of John the Baptist’s beheading by adding the figures of Salome and 
the executioner (Fig. 13). 95 John’s head occupies a central position in 
the composition. The executioner holds it in his left hand, suspended 
above the tazza, the base of which rests on a narrow table. Salome’s 
left hand touches the tabletop, while her right is about to enclose the 
foot of the coppa. Like John’s, her eyes are directed downwards; there 
are no meeting gazes, neither between the figures in the painting, 
nor between them and the viewer. The executioner, who is shown in 
profile, looks penetratingly at the girl. In this composition, Salome 
is absolved from any responsibility. Her role is entirely passive: she 
neither displays, nor looks, nor touches. She is not even holding the 
receptacle, which is about to receive the head as if it were a hunting 
trophy, a mere trickle of blood discernible at the severed neck.
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 the Roman goddess of silence and the 
equinox, Angerona, who helps the Romans 
overcome their fear for diseases of the 
throat. She was, for that matter, commonly 
represented with a finger in front of her 
mouth and anus, the two orifices that 
produces sound and wind. Angerona was 
akin to another Roman goddess of silence, 
Acca Larentia, who was also a goddess of 
the underworld. She was honoured at a 
mundus: a grave that could be opened for 
sacrifices to the gods of the underworld, as 
it constituted a passage (Wagenvoort calls 
it a ‘narrow’) between the world above and 
the world below; Claude Gaignebet, A 
plus hault sens, 1, Paris, 1986, pp. 347-351; 
Hendrik Wagenvoort, Diva Angerona 
in Pietas: Selected Studies in Roman Religion, 
Leiden, 1980, pp. 21–24.

95 David A. Brown, Andrea Solario, Milaan, 
1987, pp. 161-173, nos. 38-41; David 
A. Brown, Andrea Solario. Milano circa 
1465-1524, in I Leonardeschi (=The Legacy 
of Leonardo), Milan, 1998, p. 231-250; 
Sylvie Béguin, Andrea Solario en France, 
Les dossiers du Département des Peintures, 31, 
Paris, 1985, p. 96; Sylvie Béguin, Andrea 
Solario en France, in Léonard de Vinci entre 
France et Italie, “miroir profond et sombre”, 
Caen, 1999, pp. 81-98.

The piercing gaze of the executioner, the almost touching hands 
(only in the reflection in the cup is contact imminent) and the drip-
ping head conspire to enhance the actuality, the immediacy of the 
moment. The text has settled in the image in an instant, in a single 
burst of narration. The painting seems to petrify the ‘hastiness’ and 
acceleration expressed in the source text. The sense of almost-but-
not-quite induced by the snapshot, this frozen image of gruesome-
ness, is suggestive of the plight of the mediator. The sacrificial head 
at the centre has not quite descended onto the receptacle and has not 
yet connected with the table. John is still in the process of becoming 
icon. However, it is apparent from Salome’s left hand, resting on the 
table where the Prodomos will enact the New Covenant on the altar, 
that Salvation is just a moment away. Seen in this perspective, John’s 

Fig. 14. 
Salome and the Head of St John the Baptist, 
1506, Andrea Solario (ca. 1465-1524), 
New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art
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96 Jeanette Kohl, op cit., pp. 9-30, p. 18.
97 In the religious iconography, the carnation 

is closely associated with Mary. According 
to a mediaeval legend, the tears that 
Mary wept at the Crucifixion turned to 
carnations. On the other hand, the flower 
refers to the bride in the enclosed garden. 
In northern Italy, brides hide carnations 
under their dresses. Perhaps Solario 
wanted to suggest an analogy between 
Salome and the notion of pureness of even 
virginity. Indeed, from the 15th century, it 
became customary to attribute a positive 
typological role to Salome vis-à-vis Mary 
and Ecclesia; V.S. Reed, Rogier van der 
Weyden’s Saint John Triptych for Miraflores 
and a Reconsideration of Salome, in Oud 
Holland, 115, 2, 2001, pp. 1-14. A second 
hypothesis concerns the popular Italian 
nickname of the carnation, chiodino or 
‘little nail’, on account of the shape of its 
dried buds. Hence the carnation may also 
be seen as a prefiguration of the blood of 
Christ. In this sense, too, the association 
with the blood of John is clear to see; L. 
Impelluso & M. Salverda, De natuur 
en haar symbolen, Milan, 2003,  
p. 115. A third hypothesis has to do 
with the taboo name for the menses: i fiori 
(les fleurs, her flowers). Textual indications 
of this symbolic usage are found from 
the 13th up into the 20th century (e.g. 
Albert Camus); M. H. Green, Flowers, 
Poisons and Men. Menstruation in Medieval 
Western Europe, in A. Shail & G. Howie 
(eds.), Menstruation. A Cultural History, 
Basingstoke, 2005, p. 63.

head is at once an iconographic mediator between the old (the execu-
tioner) and the new (Salome). 

The arm of the executioner is a perversion of the deictic gesture, ecce, 
and is stretched out in a synchronised motion with the right arm of 
the girl that is ready to receive. The rhythmical lobes in the sleeves of 
Salome’s dress are echoed in the decoration on the exterior of the tazza 
where the colour pattern is reversed. Moreover, the tazza is perfectly 
juxtaposed with the upper body of the girl, creating a sense of dupli-
cation. In the middle ages, the etymological kinship between chest 
(arca) and altar (ara) would have been obvious. 96 The chest refers to 
the place of sacrifice and devotion; it is a shrine, as it were. Finally, 
there is the executioner’s sword, which enters the picture in the bot-
tom left corner and touches the contours of the foot of the tazza. The 
blade initiates an emphatic diagonal that continues in Salome’s open 
blouse, which is reminiscent of a sheath. The sword, like her hand, 
rests on the table; it signifies a horrific fait accompli, while the hand 
suggests an opening towards the New Covenant, albeit modestly, un-
consciously, like the sparse bloodstains on the executioner’s sword.

One might wonder where all the blood has gone. The answer is, of 
course, that it has ‘sunken in’; it has been absorbed pictorially, con-
cealed in the hiding places that the visual medium provides. A first 
such hiding place is the piece of cloth hanging from the executioner’s 
arm. The folds of textile boldly articulate an abundance of red, which 
blows out of the window the subtlety of the barely soiled blade and 
the finely dripping neck. Also note the rusty brown hues in the pal-
ette of the painting, which merge and swarm out to the various ele-
ments that make up the composition, including to the hair on all 
three heads. Finally, the carnation above Salome’s left breast – erect 
with poetic fragility – is almost like a mirror image of the dripping 
severed head. 97

A much earlier version of the painting (1506) is kept at the Metro-
politan Museum of Art (Fig. 14). In this rendering, the executioner’s 
body falls almost entirely outside the frame of the picture; only his 
arm holding the head is visible. Salome, for her part, appears in the 
left of the picture. Again, she is about to receive the head, but unlike 
in the later version, she is already holding the platter, so that she is 
‘tactilely implicated’. Yet, her expression is equally melancholy, her 
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98 Hella Arndt and Renate Kroos, Zur 
Ikonographie des Johannesschüssel, in Aachener 
Kunstblätter, 38, 1969, pp. 243-328.

eyes likewise downcast, so that in this rendering, too, she seems to be 
absolved of blame. This peculiar and, to the best of my knowledge, 
unique focus on the cluster of woman-head-arm isolates Salome from 
John. The arm in the picture is perversely anonymous, like a hooded 
executioner. However, as in the previously discussed version, the arm 
momentarily holds the head above the platter. Salome’s downward 
gaze follows the spilt blood, which is again pictorially sublimated: 
it has solidified in the red attire and hair, and petrified in the flamed 
frame. The latter forms a threshold between image and viewer, and its 
amorphous pattern is reminiscent of mineral structures. I am inclined 
to identify this structure with brownish red agate, the mineral which 
is readily associated with the tray of Salome that is kept at Genoa. 98

Fig. 15. 
Marbre faux in Annunciation, 1394-1395, 
Agnolo Gaddi (ca 1350 - 1396), Prato, 
Cathedral, Capello del Sacro Cingolo
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99 Georges Didi-Huberman, Fra Angelico. 
Dissemblance et figuration, Paris, 1990; Paul 
Vandenbroeck, Matrix Marmorea. De 
subsymbolische iconografie van de scheppende 
energieën in Europa en Noord-Afrika, in Lut 
Pil and Trees de Mits (red.), Materie 
en beeld, Ghent, 2009, 53-78; Victor I. 
Stoichita, Inkarnatfarbe. Ein Kunstbegriff 
im Spannungsfeld zwischen deutschen 
Idealismus und französischer Phänomenologie, 
in “Trinkt, o Zugen, was die Wimper hält, ...”. 
Farbe und Farben in Wissenschaft und Kunst, 
ed. Hanspeter Bieri and Sara Margarita 
Zwahlen, (Berner Universitätsschriften, 
52), Bern, s.d., pp. 215-239.

100  His approach is linked to the 
psychoanalytical work of Bracha 
Lichtenberg-Ettinger, who developed an 
alternative theory to the entirely phallic 
tradition in psycho-analysis (cf. supra).

In the most recent analyses by visual anthropologists, the conspicu-
ous presence of rock and flamed marble in iconographic traditions 
thematising the pneumatic emergence of images is interpreted as a 
visual undertaking whereby the hidden and mysterious ‘breath’ is 
evoked pictorially. Independently from each other, Georges Didi-
Huberman, Paul Vandenbroeck and Victor Stoichita suggest that the 
faux marbre in representations of the Annunciation is an expression of 
a phase in the visualisation process that precedes the stage of figura-
tion (Fig. 15). 99 In other words, artists insert representations of mar-
ble and mineral-amorphous drawings in iconographies that benefit 
from the symbolism of ‘what precedes’ and the ‘taking root in the 
matter in order to take shape’. They also regard the phenomenon, 
which actually follows a process whereby an abstract notion takes 
root in the realm of form and matter, as a reflection on their own 
artistic status. 

According to Georges Didi-Huberman, one of the ‘openings’ towards 
visualisation consists in the Christian paradigm that man was created 
in the image of God. This oneness or ‘resemblance’ was however lost 
in the Fall, after which it became a ‘defiguration’ or ‘dissemblance’. 
The history of art (which the author considers to be a history of la 
pensée figurée) is determined by an eternal quest for a restoration of 
this analogy. Hence art and iconography manifest themselves as an 
infinite series of traces of a lost union. This restoration is approached 
most closely in the transition from one to another covenant: the in-
carnation of the ‘promise of rediscovering the image’. However, the 
incarnation is unimaginable, elusive: l’image échappe. It is a ‘circumci-
sion of the image’ that time and again escapes from its matrix. The 
history of images is a history of the desire to become one with the 
invisible. 

Paul Vandenbroeck goes one step further and compares this fascina-
tion with the staining and veins in (precious) stone with the matrixial 
phantasm: a primeval stage of deliquescence preceding genderisation; 
a stage that is, in other words, interpreted as uterine, when mother 
and child are neither a single entity nor two separate entities. 100 The 
author approaches the matrix marmorea not only from a classical gen-
der perspective – i.e. that of the feminine in art – but also from a 
macro-iconological point of view, whereby the feminine serves as the 
matrix, the unimaginable, the unspeakable and not-yet-figurated 
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101  Paul Vandenbroeck, Matrix Marmorea, 
op. cit., p. 68.

that is suggested cross-culturally as a resonating ‘ripple’, a ‘veined’ or 
‘stained’ aspect that may manifest itself in clay, textile, watercolour 
or indeed any other medium. Vandenbroeck developed this notion of 
‘pre-figurability’ in his analysis of Berber textiles (Fig. 16). 

Berber textiles are uncontaminated by male conceptions and con-
sequently they testify to an authentic feminine perception of the 
essence of weaving and textiles. The medium is the bearer of ‘ca-
pacity’ or ‘potentiality’. Thread and wool are symbols of life: “For 
you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s 
womb (…) I was woven together in the depths of the earth” (Psalm 
139:13-15). Mary spins the purple wool for the temple curtain, an 
activity that, for evident reasons, is intimately and subtly interwoven 
with the Annunciation iconography (Fig. 17). The motif is, after all, 
more than a conjunction of a Biblical and an apocryphal tradition; 
the thread is the thread of life, and it runs subtly across the infant. 
The rotating movement of the spinning, as the zigzagging motion 
in weaving (like the motion of the wind), reflects the cycle of the 
universe itself and, by consequence, the underlying creative force. 
What is more, the textiles embody the very possibility of creation. 
Textile possesses an inherent capacity to capture and receive, thereby 
bringing forth the conditions for growth. Hence, textile embodies 
that which precedes creation, and in this sense it is a precondition, 
amorphous, unformed. 

The integration of representations of abstract materials in the iconog-
raphy of the Annunciation establishes a relationship between prefigu-
ration and figuration. This process of integration consists in the crea-
tion of an energy field between these two visual universes whereby 
the tension switches constantly from the one to the other, as between 
the promise that a figure will emerge from nothingness and the fig-
ure/figuration itself. The worlds are experienced virtuosely in respec-
tively the realm of plattomenos (plasticity) and the realm of mimesis 
(imitation). According to the Neo-Platonist Pseudo-Dionysius (5th-
6th centuries), this results in the binomial relationship underlying the 
process of iconisation as such. There is, in other words, a constantly 
shifting emphasis, a dissemblence from figure to figure, which never 
assumes substance and hence is characterised by the associative, the 
mystery, the processual. 101

Fig. 16. 
Knotted Berber Textile, Bouja’d, Marokko, 
19th century, Basle, Hersberger Collection
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The energetic abstraction of the plattomenos, the dizzying flamed mar-
ble, the ‘woven’ marble as it were, testifies to a deeper anthropologi-
cal distinction between subsymbolic patterns (a-figurative, abstract) 
and symbolic communication (figurative, readable, mimetic), and 
would appear to perpetuate a sensitivity vis-à-vis the two major epis-
temological pathways through the history of culture: the phallic (ad-
ditive, formed) and the matrixial (receptive, prenatal). 
Perhaps this sensitivity is the true quintessence of the wind as an 
archetype.

6. Some Concluding Thoughts: 
Wind/Web/Membrane or Arachne’s Wendepunkt

The hermeneutics of the wind – between motif and formalism – is 
centred around a natural phenomenon that penetrates into and ema-
nates from the body, and thus establishes a relationship between the 
creativity of the cosmos and the creativity of man. The wind reflects 

Fig. 17. 
Mary Spinning, ca 1400, German Master, 
Berlin, Gemäldegalerie
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102 Paul Vandenbroeck, Azetta, op cit., 
p. 106, note 89: this ‘waiting’ in the 
conical cavity is at once reminiscent of 
an entombed corpse waiting in for the 
afterlife.

103 http://www.indo-european.nl/ Root / 
lemma: derbh- 

104 http://www.indo-european.nl/
105 For details, see Paul Vandenbroeck, De 

kleuren van de geest. Dans en trance in Afro-
Europese tradities, Antwerp, 1997.

an associative, capricious and – above all else – fruitful source of 
visual creation. The creative process that is inspired by the notions 
of wind/breath/air affects the entire sensorium and displays, more 
so than other artistic paradigms, a capacity for self-reflection on the 
plastic medium. In exceptional cases, this self-reflection radicalises 
and effectuates a ‘subsidence’ within the realm of the pneumatic, in 
order to ‘delve’ melodramatically into the deepest layers of petrifac-
tion and solidification, manifested either as marble, textile or red 
coral, thereby forming the ultimate starting point, namely the ma-
trix itself. The matrix is a creative perception that is entirely fluid, 
processual, not-quite-yet, and, like the maternal uterus, it is a place 
where the wind is but a sigh, no more than an inmost urge that seeks 
an exit, but which for the time being must sit and wait, silently, in a 
solidified state. 102 This waiting is embodied by the spider in its web.

By way of conclusion, let us consider the connection between the 
archetypes of the wind and the (sub)symbolic notion of the ‘web’. 
Wind derives from the Indo-European root derbh, to dance, wind, 
whirl, put together, connect, tie up, clump of grass, etc. 103 Remark-
ably, there are eighty-seven different semantic roots in the Indo-Eu-
ropean language area for the word complex spider/web bordering on 
the aforementioned root: insert, cling, knot, bind, unite, adorn, con-
strue, bend, crinkle, vault, curl, pull, spin, braid, weave, net, chain, 
shimmer, shine, wrap, swaddle, turn, roll, rotate, break wind, swell, 
cast, overflow, dig, divide, cut – even tear, strive, tune, propagate, 
venerate … and so on and so forth. 104

The association of wind and web should not come as a surprise. Of all 
natural phenomena, a cobweb arguably captures the wind most sub-
tly, using it as a ‘carrier’, and thereby tracing the invisible and mak-
ing it visible. By extruding silk (a sublimation of anal flatulence) and 
allowing itself to be carried by the wind, a spider is able to span huge 
distances between two points of attachment: the spider ‘swims’, as it 
were, on the current of the breeze, much like the seed-carrying dove. 
This visualisation of the ‘swaying’ web is not just a pars pro toto for 
the animated wind; it also constitute the mirror for the mesmerising 
‘spider-like’ dance, such as the Tarantella. 105 The swaying of the web, 
like that of the body, has a soothing effect, so that the web may be 
seen to function as a ‘homeopathic’ image of the dispelling therapy 
or trance. In sum, the dance – performative and experienced through 
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106 Paul Vandenbroeck, Azetta, op. cit., 
p. 107; I have, with kind permission of 
the author, substituted the word wind for 
trance.

107 The membrane of the web is also evocative 
of animal hides or fleece as a fertility 
symbol. In Egypt, the hieroglyph mes, 
which stands for giving birth, bringing 
forth, consists in a representation of three 
hides. The Medusa as a visualisation of 
the fearsome uterus also appeared on aegis: 
most probably a protective goatskin that 
belonged to Athena (see infra on Arachne). 
The aegis and the apotropaic gaze of the 
Medusa are two related symbols, merged 
in the mythical attribute of Athena, who 
may herself have originated in the Medusa 
complex; Paul Vandenbroeck, Azetta, 
op. cit., pp. 128-129.

the body – copies the capricious, fertile and extra-sensual nature of 
the wind, which, as has been argued, constitutes the basis for various 
iconogenetic schemata in Christianity.

The web vibrates between wind and body, like a mysterious mem-
brane that at once connects and subtly disconnects. The web is the 
visual expression of the wind: “The wind and the visual sign are in-
versely related: they are located at opposite sides of the same point, 
or oscillate around it. The wind is a timeless connection of essences 
(which are expressed in part through the surrounding synesthetic rite) 
and a vanishing point contracting in the direction of an imageless 
unconsciousness. The sign, on the other hand, uses form, colour and 
rhythm to instigate a chain of references and associations.” 106 This 
most profound of relationships between the wind and the membrane 
of the web, or between the wind and the visual sign, also under-
lies the Annunciation. Operating from a dark, invisible ‘essence’, the 
wind emulsifies in a series of derivatives that gather around the no-
tions of impregnation, waiting, and spinning/weaving, and precisely 
this emulatio unleashes a profoundly female affective pattern onto the 
iconography. This pattern is centred around a fascination with the 
uterus on the one hand and the mysterious ability of female hands on 
the other. The former group opens up an energetic chain of uterine 
visual signs, like the woven and swaying membrane of the web that 
captures the seed and that is the realm of the spider, as an animation 
of the uterus. The spider can, after all, be seen as a sphere with pro-
trusions. This morphology (like that of the hedgehog, the husk and 
the pine cone) is a common evocation of the uterus, which was seen 
to have the capacity to swell and attack or to shrink and retreat. With 
the growing anthropomorphisation of the symbolic language, these 
evocations were pushed out by the Gorgonian head with snakes for 
hair: Medusa. 107 The latter opens up the pathos and the morphology 
of the feminine creative process, as in weaving and spinning, which 
mirrors itself in the first ‘interior’ uterine model, like the veined, 
‘woven’ marble plates in their matrixial dissemblance.

The web is spun on the air/breath and it sways in the wind. Even a 
gale cannot easily destroy it due to its exceptional elasticity. How-
ever fragile the web may seem, it is, in principle, an indestructible 
artefact. The Indo-European verbal complex for web is encapsulated 
in the Latin root artire (cf. artus): ‘to add together’, ‘wedge’, ‘insert 
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108 http://www.indo-european.nl/: Lat. artus 
‘eng in Raum und Zeit, straff’ (Adv. artŒ, 
ursprµngl. Instrumental wie ¡mart»); ars, 
-tis ‘die Geschicklichkeit, Kunst, Art und 
Weise’ (eigentlich ‘Zusammenfµgung, 
Gabe richtig zusammenzufµgen’ = mhd. 
art), dazu die Komposita in-ers `kunstlos, 
tr„ge’, soll-ers ‘geschickt’, allers, alers 
‘gelehrt’; arti¡, -ire ‘fest zusammenfµgen, 
zusammenpressen’ (jµnger artƒre); artus, -³s 
‘Gelenk, Glied’, articulus ‘ds.; Augenblick, 
Wendepunkt’; Ibidem: Root / lemma: 
ar-1*, themat. (a)re-, schwere Basis ar -, 
rŒ- und i-Basis (a)r–¢-, rŒi-.

109 Paul Vandenbroeck, Azetta, op. cit., 
pp. 164-165; among the tribes of the Atlas 
mountains, the trance dance or ‘whirling’ 
is associated with the wind. These ‘winds 
of dance’ (laryah) create vortexes that spiral 
upward as an image of the creative process 
within the very cosmos.

110 Tim Ingold, Lines. A Brief History, 
London-New York, 2007, p. 98.

tightly’, and its suggestive variant articulus, meaning ‘moment’ or 
‘turning point’. 108 So the spider and the web are not only a fascinat-
ing prototype for the wind as the creative principle with air its carrier 
(incarnation), but also for a snapshot of a pivotal moment. Through 
the web, the archetype of the wind comes to be perceived in a tem-
poral context, more specifically at the crucial moment of inertia, the 
pause that is also a tipping point. 

The concentrically constructed web is a primeval expression of the 
centrifugal, the spiral that absorbs to the zero point, the trance 
dance. 109 However, the web also has transversal connections, like a 
woven fabric. This branching is reminiscent of the life line or the an-
cestral lines. 110 The transversal connections of the web intertwine the 
notion of trance (zero point, vanishing point, circle: dance) with that 
of a life path (process, time, instant, linear: plastic arts). The web, 
with its tectonic morphology and indestructible structure, is made 
up of intersections where strength is concentrated. 
The motif of the dancing Salome and John’s head as a trophy is such 
an intersection, a point of accumulated energy, a pivotal moment of 
potentiality.

Salome’s dance as a trance and wind-generating expression of corpo-
reality until the vanishing point comes in sight is necessary in order 
to make possible and bear the centrifugal force: the emergence of 
the image at precisely that pivotal point. The head of St John the 
Baptist is generated in a zero or tipping point when one covenant is 
substituted for the other. The transition from vox to logos requires a 
sacrifice that is so profound in the cosmic creative time that only the 
dancing nymph in the web could have effectuated it. Salome’s haste 
prior to the leaking image is the transmutation into a trance, so that 
the turning point could be effectuated. The particles are accelerated 
to such an extent that the energy is able to bifurcate and to activate 
a different dimension, beyond the threshold. The nymph dances in a 
circle and she weaves the energy that this generates into transversal 
connections, turning points, pivotal moments; in sum, from the in-
finite images that arise endogenously from its ‘being wind’, like the 
spider coincides with its own excretion.
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111 Metamorphoses, 6th book; F. J. Miller 
(Ed. and transl.), Ovid. Metamorphoses, 
Cambridge, 1977.

112 De Trinitate, II; Julia Kristeva, op cit.,  
p. 59.

But who is the spider? 
Ovid (43 BC - 17 AD) writes that Arachne was so exceptionally 
skilled at weaving that water and forest nymphs came to admire 
her. 111 However, Arachne, the daughter of a Tyrian purple dyer, 
was also a fearless girl who dared to take on Athena, the goddess of 
wisdom and the arts. The goddess had disguised herself as an old 
woman. Arachne, who had not recognised Athena, ridiculed her age 
and appearance. When the old woman dropped her disguise, Arachne 
turned red, like the morning sky turned red when the goddess was 
born from the head of Zeus. A weaving contest ensued. Athena wove 
her birth from the King of Gods, while Arachne chose to represent 
the amorous transgressions of Zeus. Although Arachne’s weaving was 
perfect, Athena was enraged by the insulting images and destroyed 
the girl’s loom. Arachne was so distraught that she hanged herself. 
When Athena saw this, she was filled with pity and brought her back 
to life with poison from Hecate, the Goddess of witchcraft. However, 
Arachne was not given back her old appearance, but was transformed 
into a spider. Her head became isolated and very small, or, as Ovid 
put it: caput minimum. To this day, Arachne hangs by a thread, weav-
ing her endless web.

Arachne lost her ability to weave stories. Her web is a-iconic, void 
of any narrative content. This abstract net of connections and nodes 
makes Arachne’s web protofigurative. It is not even dissemblance; it 
has no colour and is so thin that it is almost immaterial and does not 
even cast a shadow. Arachne’s web is invisible and hence totally re-
duced – caput minimum – to the essence of what Augustine (354-430) 
refers to as the principal characteristic of the image: capax, capacity, 
the ability to receive. 112

Arachne’s web is at once a ruthless trap and a charitable safety net. 
Ruthlessly the spider waits for its prey, kills it, and sucks out its in-
nards. But charitably the image of the Son of Man – the vera icon – is 
captured in the net, the membrane. And this membrane represents 
His only chance to tip monotheism towards visualisation. And if that 
opportunity – the capax – lies in the node or in the line or stickiness 
that fixates the image, then perhaps the spider, with its kinked legs, 
stands for a remarkable cross-pollination between the arts: sculpture 
and drawing interwoven in a dance. Perhaps this cross-pollination is 
the very definition of the nymph, born from ancient sculpture, with 



46

barbara baert

its moving accessories, and subsequently transmuted into a virtuous, 
dancing, painterly ekphrasis. And so perhaps the ultimate parergon 
originated in a cobweb. 

The cobweb captures cosmic time; time as a caesura; as if someone 
were reading and suddenly looked up to ask: ‘How will this be?’ It 
encapsulates the moment so forcefully that time is split in two, leav-
ing a gaping wound. The web is not made entirely of thread, but also 
encompasses the space in between the threads. This notion of a split 
or division is embodied by a god: Kairos, the personification of the 
turning point. With his winged feet, he must act fast: as he seizes 
the moment, those who fail to follow suit will fall behind for good. 
In contrast to the diachronic Chronos, the nimble Kairos stands for 
the qualitative aspect of time: the charged element of the obstacle 
that occasions the turning point. If Kairos grasps the thread, then the 
opportunity has been seized. Kairos appears suddenly, like a breeze, 
a breath of air, a shudder. Arachne is aware of the power of Kairos’s 
breeze. She who waits like Chronos is on her guard for the god who 
can liberate with a single breath of air. For if Arachne’s web sways, 
then Kairos’s thread shivers. It is inside this shuddering movement 
that anything becomes possible again.
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hermeneutics nymph breath dance dissemblance

iconology
ekphrasis,
Narcissus, venereal, 
ancients

emulatio, 
incarnation

performativity, 
beheading, Medusa

Visual creation, 
abstract

wind
Fluttering gar-
ments, folds, 
lifting, playfulness

pneuma, scent, ear, 
gold (fire), breath, 
phallic, H. Ghost, 
impregnation, 
insemination,  
water

speed, haste, dance, 
solidification, flow, 
voice, silence 
(muteness), 
spinning, 
incantation, 
stillness and pause 
(solstice)

geology, 
preceding the 
sensorium, 
formation, 
potential, 
processual, 
vanishing point, 
whirling, 
oscillating

body

girl,
transparent, 
elegance, line, edge/
border, exuberant, 
parergon, shameless

girl/virgin
interior, ear, 
conception, 
shameful

girl/daughter, 
ambivalence,
movement vs. 
frozen, 
exhibitionistic, 
castration, tube, 
throat, immoral 
(empty), menses/
uterine

foetus, 
petrifaction, 
deliquescence, 
opaque, dark

pathos
neurosis, lust, 
distraction, oral

reticent, anxiety 
(doubt), closeness, 
frigidity, 
sublimation, 
abstraction, anal, 
auricular

Hysteria, trance, 
liberating, ecstasy, 
spiral, top, axis, 
tumble, stumble

anamnesis, 
matrixial, lost, 
pact/fall, 
prenatal, affective 
pattern

Arachne 

spider: 
metamorphosis, 
virtuosity, elegance 
(elbow, fingers), 
line, craftsmanship, 
arte, articulus

web I: 
patience 
(waiting), 
soul-catching, 
stickiness, 
parthenogenesis, 
light, dew, seed

web II: 
swaying, tumbling, 
spinning, guile 
(mother-daughter 
ambivalence), 
contest, suction 
(throat), 
cannibalism, 
stickiness, 
stumbling, 
apotropaion, 
protrusions, 
matriarchal

endogenous thread: 
weaving/
spinning, 
potentiality, 
a-iconic 
emptiness, 
transgression, 
in-between, a sense 
of not-quite-yet, 
matrixial


