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WOMEN AND THEIR SKIN. Identity and beauty in art and science
The basket of elixirs
Catalogue text by Pietro Bellasi
“The body is a great utopian actor, also when it comes to masks, make-up and tattoos… Applying tattoos, make-up, or wearing masks is certainly quite another thing. It allows the body to enter into communication with secret powers and invisible forces. The mask, the tattooed sign or make-up deposit an entire language onto the body, an enigmatic, encrypted, secret and sacred language that calls down onto this same body the violence of god, the deaf power of the sacred or the vivacity of desire.” 

(Michel Foucault, “Utopian Body”, 2006) 

“Above all, ethnology sees in the journey that commences from the sacred myth to profane art, passing via the ritual and magic mask, the same attempt by the spirit against the humiliating dissolution of the future and death… from cosmetics to the theatre, passing from choreography to sculpture, masks and painting… it is in this transition from the religious to the aesthetic that magic lies, with its rituals of imitation and the duplication of the world.” 

(Gilbert Durand, Les structures anthropologiques de l’imaginaire, 1969) 
“A lovely girl is an accident, a beautiful woman is an achievement.” 

(Vogue, 1984) 

It is strictly forbidden to change your skin 

How to access immortality (whether seen as a reward or a prison sentence)? Simple! Just “change your skin”. In other words, to be able to take off and put back on this covering, which precisely because of its ambivalence (radiant in youth and entropically withered in old age) is the mother of all metaphors. It is the face discovered at those seasons of life (“paysage-visage” say the French) on which time engraves the tattoos of loss and unrepeatability. It is a metaphor suited, like few others, to the radical nature of extreme situations – even the insane desire on the battlefield “to save your skin”, “return home in your own skin”, or “sell your skin dearly”. 
An untold number of myths from every world culture and every age emerge from the mists of time and from the depths of the collective unconscious to offer us this metaphorical relationship between the skin, transience and eternity. It is the “structural lyricism” of the man/snake rivalry, narrated by, among the many, a Bantu myth referred to by Anita Seppilli. “One day men offended God and sinned against his commandment. God wanted to punish them. He put death inside one basket and life in another. Then he asked the men: ‘Which basket do you choose?’ The men chose the basket containing death. And from then on men have died. Then the snake approached God and chose the basket of life. And so when a snake is old it changes its skin.”1 And so now man’s basket is empty and in that emptiness echoes the repeated loss: footsteps along the route from presence to absence via the jaded dwindling of existence – or to put it in an historical dimension, one might say from the first, prudent, vigorous step of the kouroi to the final one taken by Alberto Giacometti’s threadlike figures. 

It is precisely the unbearable anguish of that void, the unspeakable pain of the destiny of loss, that has always driven people to cultivate inside that empty basket the dimension of the imaginary and the fantastic: myth, ritual, magic, hallucination, fascination, camouflage and appearance. “To fight against putrefaction and exorcise death and temporal decay: it seems clear to us that this the whole euphemistic function of the imagination,” wrote the anthropologist Gilbert Durand, continuing: “Given that the function of fantasy is this alone, the imaginary space serves as an infinite reserve of eternity against time… space is our friend, it is our vital atmosphere, whereas time erodes.”2 

Original sin, in all its multiplicity of forms, has lost us the chance of eternity (but maybe we should thank our ancestors for avoiding this danger). Thus the punishment of keeping our skin like an aging and crumpled garment, with the additional irritant of it being a tormenting hourglass, ever-present to the eye and touch, has opened the way (the escape routes) to the phantasmagoria of imagination and fantasy, to the “euphemisms” referred to by Durand. Or as August Strindberg said about the theatre: “On the least shred of reality the imagination weaves its endless deceptions.” Somehow it is precisely this cutaneous claustrophobia, this essential obligation to the “skin decree” that has led man, since the beginnings of the intellect, to discover in it a first album, a first wide expanse – smooth, pulsing, controllable and domestic, on which to note his first perceptions of the world: the first, representative, elementary structures, the “starting point” of art that Marcel Mauss spoke of. If nothing else, simple geometries, symmetries, regularities, often “copied” from the hidden skeletal structures of life,3 thereafter increasingly more troubled, disturbed, animated by the fractal vocation of nature: the bison, horses, hunters that fill to overflowing the magic chapels of caves; providential transpositions, given that the “sinopias” engraved on the skin were evidently swallowed up by time. But there is more: precisely because the skin is the first, original, archetypal space, literally “near at hand” and of undisputed ownership, ready and waiting to receive any sign of presence, it offers itself as the native home for representation, therefore a privileged terrain for the imaginary function, which like a euphemizing function, like an “anti-destiny”, rises up against time and its entropic dictates. 

The forest of Colchis and tattooed Salome 

“My body, in reality, is always elsewhere. It is related to all the elsewheres of the world.” So says Michel Foucault, adding: “My body is like the City of the Sun, it has no fixed place, but from it all possible places, real or utopian, emerge and shine.”4 The Golden Fleece is the same: the mythical skin of a ram hung on a tree in a distant forest in Colchis and guarded by a terrible dragon: the mythical figure of an “elsewhere”, indeed of “the elsewhere” forever gained and lost. 

But for the whole body, for what exists and its perception in the world, the vehicle to elsewhere can only be the skin with its potential for reception and symbolic charge. Antonio Marazzi wrote: “The aesthetic dimension and communicative function find in the skin a very extensive field of application. This is demonstrated by the wide use of skin decorations and tattoos, powerful and expressive signals of social belonging.”5 And Foucault said: “The mask, the tattoo and make-up locate the body in another space. They let it enter a place that does not directly have its own place in the world. From this body they make a fragment of imaginary space that will communicate with the universe of the gods or with the universe of another: we will be caught by the gods or by the person we have seduced. Whatever the case, the mask, tattoo and make-up are operations through which the body is torn from its own space and projected into another space.”6 

The tattoo, a figure-structure fundamental to ethnology and anthropology, is specifically dealt with in this catalogue by Luisa Gnecchi Ruscone.( I only intend to refer to it as a symbolic, and in certain respects “extreme”, practice of writing on the skin (together with scarification): the use of the epidermis as a privileged place for signals, signs, communications and symbolic transmissions. Thus, more openly than other practices (make-up or mask), the tattoo turns the surface of the skin into a magic-ritual vector that projects the entire body (and existence, as if it were compressed) into that remote “elsewhere” of the forest of Colchis. Which is the elsewhere of an imagination that in the infiniteness of its fantastic freedom challenges the destiny of the finiteness of time. An elsewhere that may simply consist of an encounter, in communication with the mysteries and enigmas of the other-than-self in the apparent repetitive triviality of everyday life. 

It is impossible not to recall a short passage from Lévi-Strauss’s famous work, where he indicates a number of “elsewheres” seen and used in skin decoration, in this case by the Maori: “The tattoos are not just ornaments; nor are they are only symbols, signs of nobility and positions in the social hierarchy; they are also messages imbued with a spiritual purpose, and lessons. Maori tattoos are destined to etch not only a design in the flesh but also in the spirit: all the traditions and the philosophy of the race... In indigenous thought… decoration is the face, or rather it creates it. Only this gives it its social existence, its human dignity, its spiritual significance.”8 

The imaginary “elsewheres” indicated by Lévi-Strauss, in which modifications-decorations of the skin abduct bodies, (for spiritual purposes, lessons, memories, traditions and ethnic philosophies, social physiognomy, human dignity…) remind me of an example that is not ethnographic, but in my opinion a powerfully suggestive one. I’m thinking of a famous painting by the great Symbolist Gustave Moreau (1826-1898): Salomè tatouée from 1870. The luminous body, both soft and rounded with youth and languidly fatigued and damp from dancing, is covered from neck to toe in unusual, flamboyant tattoos, which on that warm, white smoothness of skin seem in some way to follow the swirling patterns of damasks and Oriental architecture. The voluptuous caress of those engraved lines that shamelessly stroke her breasts and her sex, expose the fascinating and seductive “other”. But there’s more: precisely those tattoos, with their exotic incongruousness and uncertain origin (Mayan? Egyptian?), give the adolescent body a kind of mysterious cultural distance, an unpredictable ritual “elsewhere”, unknown and disturbing, that in some way anticipates the ferocity of desire felt by the daughter of the Tetrarch of Galilee, and the gruesome murder of the Baptist that bloodies the pages of the New Testament. 

The Mummy, Frankenstein, the Golem, Dracula, the Wolf Man, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde Ltd. 

“Before the era of computers, before the birth of digital dreams and the artificial language that characterize our time, there was a time of the imagination. An era of innocence, a simpler epoch perhaps, in which truths were in black and white like that of the films that mirrored them.”9 Thus wrote Ray Harryhausen, a specialist in horror and monsters, a special effects pioneer and recipient of an Honorary Oscar in 1992. Indeed, from the early Twenties the nascent art of cinema seemed to find extraordinary inspiration in the nightmares provoked by the invasive development of science and technology in the dark nights of the urbanized and lonely masses. In his famous book From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of German Film, Siegfried Kracauer even assumes a prophetic role, especially with regard to German Expressionist film, by announcing along with a “procession of monsters”, the “procession of tyrants” that will make those nightmares real in the most tragic of ways.10 In short, at the beginning of last century, for the adolescence of its first audiences, cinema produced “tales of fear” as Morando Morandini called them. With the proliferation of remakes, these have grown to become actual myths of modernity. “The movie had just come into being at the end of the 19th century when, with the short films of Georges Méliès, it began to venture into the realm of the fantastic, the incredible, and science fiction. Often in the wake of high or lowbrow literature, at times drawing on anthropology, folklore, archaeology, magic, superstition and, more rarely, inventing its own, in a hundred years cinema has turned almost all the fantasy figures into moving images: God and the devil, heaven and hell, ghosts, vampires, zombies, werewolves, mermaids, the Golem and androids.”11
There is also the “total otherness” of alien worlds and beings, almost all appearing after the war (Gort from The Day the Earth Stood Still, 1951; Godzilla, 1953; the ants in Them, 1954; The Deadly Mantis, 1957; The Valley of Gwangi, 1966; Alien, 1979; etc.). But the main monsters linked to obsessions at the beginning of the 20th century, and who long remained in the collective imagination as archetypal figures of unspecified terrors (with the exception of the chiselled Robotrix from Metropolis), are all in some way “human”. Nosferatu, Dracula, Frankenstein, the Mummy, the Werewolf, Dr. Hyde: their appearance is terrifying precisely because of its incongruous closeness to physical normality, including the most common, mutually recognizable features. Creatures that live, rampage, then end short-lived and aggressive existences on the crests and in the mysterious faults that dubiously separate the animal and vegetable from the human, good from evil, life from death. The horror of senselessness that these creatures arouse exists precisely in what is literally an abyssal gap that opens between impossible reality and the imaginary possible, yet where the starting (and arrival) point is the human body, which, for the most part, is given exaggerated deformities, such as canine teeth, gigantic height with elephantiasis of the limbs, bulging eyes, fingers hooked into claws, an apelike gait and a voice somewhere between a roar and a wheeze. For all that, there is no doubt that the epicenter of repugnance and horror is in the skin, which shows how much it still resists monstrosity, especially that of the face. 

Now these monsters bring two considerations to mind.  The first is of particular interest and could be borne out by the physically painful experience of two major actors who dedicated virtually their entire careers, almost their whole lives, to giving life and death to three of the most famous “creatures” in film history: Dracula, Frankenstein and the Mummy. Despite the many follow-up versions, from 1931 the Hungarian actor Bela Lugosi became synonymous with Dracula, even ousting Max Schreck, the star of director Murnau’s much more hallucinatory Nosferatu (1922). Everyone remembers the exhausting effort with which Lugosi applied the heavy make-up, based on a thick greasepaint specially created by Max Factor. The greenish-white color eerily recalled the mysterious and sinister oscillation between life and death that Dracula seemed to inhabit. 

Even grimmer was the make-up that built the terrible mask of Professor Frankenstein’s creature onto the poor face of the great Boris Karloff, already burdened with more than twenty pounds of metal constructions and by twelve of the monumental leaded boots. Andrea Ferrari records that “the application of the make-up took place every morning from four o’clock a.m., and lasted on average three hours. The fake skull complete with scars, metal clasps and a wig was built from scratch each time with layers of gauze and blue-green greasepaint, but on the whole the face was deliberately kept free from all that could limit its expressivity. It was Karloff himself who suggested the use of false latex eyelids to veil the eyes of his creature: the actor also had to remove a dental bridge to make the right cheek collapse realistically, an effect enhanced by the make-up”.12 It is said that to remove the make-up took more than two hours every evening, just as it is said that for the rest of his life the actor bore the scars of the two electrodes on his neck; and similarly, the stigmata on the skin of his face from the Mummy’s make-up: “The most difficult test I have had to confront.” It was a mask that required no less than eight hours of work, where cotton, glue, clay and green-tinged greasepaint, disfigured, dried and wrinkled Karloff’s skin, aging him by a few thousand years, and projecting him in time towards the tenebrous and claustrophobic labyrinths of the Egyptian pyramids. 

A “gallery of monsters” forms part of the exhibition route: an aesthetic of ugliness and fear that precedes, as a contrast, a history of beauty. 

Therefore the first consideration brought to mind by these monsters, created at the beginning of last century by the new art of cinema, is that what was mainly an underground explosion of the imagination brought to the surface, like a stream of black crude oil, the most secret feelings, aggressiveness and deeply hidden terrors of the audience: their shock in the face of an incomprehensible cultural change. Those celluloid phantasms that burst from the depths of the collective unconscious thus became part of our everyday lives. Monstrosity was the vehicle for this black pool of the imaginary and fantastic, but it should be added that, in its turn, the vehicle for this monstrosity, i.e. its terrifying resemblance to the “normality” of the human body, was the result of make-up. When make-up became partially or wholly replaced by masks made from rubber, latex or plastic, the effect was, in my opinion, far less shocking, perhaps because they accentuated the difference and distance, thus losing the power of the distortion of the relationship between deformity-otherness and conformity-normality. 

Monstrosity is definitely an extreme case. But its excessiveness demonstrates the symbolic-imaginary power of make-up to convey or project the whole body towards that “elsewhere” referred to earlier with regard to tattoos; in other words, to project it from the world of the obvious to the universes of the implausible/possible, ones of ciphers, magic, and even of cults and aesthetics. For this reason Foucault and Durand, among many others, consider the “hallucinatory” energy of make-up and cosmetics to be at least equal to that of the tattoo and the mask. 

Francesco Paolo Campione also compares the use of cosmetics to masks as a form of “body art” and inserts it among the temporary modifications of the body along with body painting, hair removal, hair arrangement and anointing.13 And Georges Vigarello, in his magisterial Histoire de la beauté, comments on a photo of Marlene Dietrich from 1930 in this way: “Cinema reinvents beauty: the oversized face at the centre of the screen, the redesigned eyebrows, glossy lips, smooth skin, hair softly diffused with light: the real served by the unreal,” (my italics).14
The second, deceptively banal consideration that our disturbing creatures whisper from their forgotten shrines, is that the most recent, let’s say most modern figure of the monster seems to be of one sex only: i.e. male, and when the “creature” manages to marry a female of its own kind, she flees from the ugliness and horror. Such is the case with the bride of Frankenstein, the beautiful Elsa Lanchester whose only monstrous (but fascinating) feature was her monumental “electric” hairdo in the style of Nefertiti. Indeed all the monster films slavishly trace the parable of the struggle between good and evil; in other words, between the beautiful and the ugly, between beauty and the beast: between the monsters of evil and the innocent, sweet, naive, virginal and rather stupid girls who are either screaming or depressed. To find a minimum of equality between the sexes it seems we have to return to the period of the Dark Ages, with the superabundant, even iconic production of witches and sorcerers. But if the monsters are all male, one has to say that there is not much to lose, the very concept of “beauty” is inextricably linked in the imagination and collective memory to the “eternal feminine” of Goethe’s memory, and by definition “the fair sex” at least holds the duopoly with great and free Nature and its wonders. 

True, the agorae are full of male beauties, as are the fora, acropolae, and the ancient stadia. All that superb display of varied torsos, buttocks, biceps, deltoids and adductors nourished a sublime nostalgia right up to the heart of the Renaissance, after which, horribly flayed, they crowded the anatomy theatres of the first universities. But then an example of Ancient Greek beauty that is almost unbearable to look at is the Charioteer of Delphi from 400 BC. Here the body is covered, completely nullified, by the deep pleats of a garment that despite its fresh softness depicts the solemn solidity of a column. Only the belt suggests the tenderness of the waist and hips, interrupting the verticality with the wide, lightweight folds on the chest. But the whole sculpture, in its fundamental ascension, gathers energy, guides and projects the eye to that face, surprised by eternity. Unlike many other sculptures of athletes whose beauty lies in the manliness of muscular power, here the main feature is the face, which expresses a mysterious spiritual depth besides the oblique light of an enigmatic androgyny. 

Though male beauty may be stripped of its skin, entrusting its fascination to substitutes and accessories of the most heterogeneous nature, as the great “uglies” of film have done in recent years (from Humphrey Bogart to Jean-Paul Belmondo, Jean Gabin, Woody Allen and Gerard Depardieu), the case is not at all the same for women, whose flesh has always embodied, as it does to this day, absolute beauty, the cradle of eroticism and poetic inspiration. Wanting to highlight this fundamental difference between man and woman, Vigarello takes as an example a rather famous painting by the Swabian painter Hans Baldung Grien (1485-1545), who was passionate not only about sacred iconography, but also (incidentally) witches and devilry of various sorts. The painting is entitled Mercenary Love and is housed at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool.15 It depicts an aged man in expensive robes with a lustful look in his eye, grabbing a young girl whose smile is as promising as the breasts that peek out from her more than generous neckline. Even here, skin is the protagonist, indicating the difference between the sexes and the aesthetic supremacy of the female, but also the insurmountable distance between the two ages and even the differences between animal lust and unconscious, naive slavery. “Luminous white flesh for her, dark and leaden for him: in relation to the man, already by the 16th century the woman embodies absolute beauty.”16 

The skin between Lilliput and Brobdingnag 
Other writers in this catalogue deal with specifically historical themes and customs regarding the complex evolution of the concept of female beauty and the related developments in scientific research and aesthetics. From a strictly anthropological point of view we need to consider, in conclusion, a number of problematic knots within the fabric of the exhibition. They pertain to what we might call the physical ambiguity of the epidermal support. An ambiguity well defined by an extraordinary literary allegory such as Gulliver’s Travels, where the lucid and ruthless satire on the beliefs and conventions of common sense and good living illustrate the absolute relativism professed by Jonathan Swift with ecclesiastical cruelty. 

In his first trip to Lilliput, the region of miniature beings, Captain Gulliver is able to enjoy the not-quite-innocent walks that the ladies of the court love to linger over on his body. Later, in Brobdingnag, the land of the giants, he expresses all his nostalgia for the miniature women of Lilliput (“the complexion of those tiny people seemed to me the most beautiful in the world”), and the poignant recollection of the complexion of his own people: “This spectacle made me reflect on the soft and smooth skin of our own women, who seem so attractive to us because they are of our own size, and their defects would only be visible through a magnifying glass. Indeed experience teaches us that even the whitest and smoothest skin appears rough, uneven and full of marks at close range.”1( The spectacle Gulliver evokes is what he is undergoing in the lap of the wet nurse of a giant infant: “The nipple was half as big as my head and was, like all breasts, so mottled and dotted with freckles and pustules that there was nothing more nauseating…”18 
However, the structural ambiguity of the epidermis, the relativity of its values, is not only that of “scale” highlighted in Swift’s cruel tale, it is also and above all linked to temporality, or more precisely, to time-that-passes. Moreover, as I have said, time seems to compete ruthlessly with humanity in writing directly on the most visible parts of the skin, as if it were a panel of instructions, a detailed and inexorable diary of transience. So perhaps we could say that the epidermis, particularly that of the face, where a great part of our fascination is concentrated, lives an astonishing contradiction, and that make-up and endless beauty treatments are coupled with this very contradiction. Whatever the case, we have seen that the skin as “first space”, as original sinopia and a page open to the imagination and fantasy, is the vector for the whole body towards that ‘“elsewhere” made up of rituals, spells, hallucinations, camouflages and bewitchings. A “euphemistic elsewhere” where space opposes the destiny of time with what Gilbert Durand calls “a reserve of eternity”. 

Leaving aside for now other codes written on the skin, make-up “as a light, daily mask” (Campione) therefore seems to perform two different tasks which are expressions of that contradiction, even if both belong to the imaginary function that the skin’s primordial space evokes and hosts as a compensation and “surrogate” for having lost the chance to change skin – stolen from us by the snake. The two tasks roughly correspond to two different “elsewheres”, even though they continually blend into one another. They also correspond to two different seasons in life, two different seasons of the skin. 

I call the first task make-up for the bloom of youth: it is grafted onto the splendid bloom of youth to bring out all the physical radiance and beauty, to extract from it all of its fascination and to link it to fashions and customs. It also corrects what are considered in a particular era to be “defects”, at times turning them into original and attractive essentials. Of course this task goes well beyond early womanhood, achieving a sort of suspension of time in the seduction that is the “eternal feminine.” As Vogue decreed: “A lovely girl is an accident; a beautiful woman is an achievement.” Of course, the maturity of a beautiful woman is an almost final accomplishment, since then another season opens, and with it, as we shall see, the need to be projected into a different elsewhere. Meanwhile, I should add that what I have called make-up for the bloom of youth suggests in itself various imaginary elaborations, which, like every form of creation, are at the same time epiphenomena and the matrices of an entire historical period: they are usually referred to as ideals of beauty. 

As we know, an obsession with whiteness and smoothness led to the application of disastrous mixtures on the facial skin of noble ladies up to the time of the anti-make-up crusades of the Counter-Reformation, whose interrogators saw the abandonment of any decoration of the skin as the female sign of loyalty to Catholicism. However, make-up endured due to the status of the great ladies of the aristocracy, which thankfully continued unabated to counter moralism with aesthetics. 

By the 18th century we can really start talking about a cosmetic imagination, also because ingredients became gradually less domestic and increasingly more professional. And this too, as Georges Vigarello maintains,19 marks a break from the unique and stereotypical model of classical beauty through the establishment of more individualized, contingent, and everyday ideals, assisted step by step by the professionals who, writes Vigarello, consulted more and more frequently with the Académie des Sciences and, later, with the Société Royale de Médecine. The “elsewhere” that blooms in the faces of young women, in particular through the use of the most popular color of the time – red – is one of furtiveness, secrecy and clandestine pleasure. 

It should also be said that between the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th century, the prejudices that had considered water as the dirtiest element and, given the porosity of the skin, the most dangerous in terms of infections, began to give way to what was to be one of the greatest revolutions in the care of the body: hygiene, which had its heyday at the beginning of the 20th century. It undoubtedly contributed to the modern-day sexual revolution, above all in the context of everyday life and the home, where toilets and bathrooms multiplied, often united under a single name, the “licet”, now in disuse.  Marazzi writes: “The aspect of nudity did not in itself have an erotic connotation, and bathrooms were mixed right up until contact with Western culture in the 19th century. In private, on the contrary, the erotic focus was on the skin, with a predilection for the whiteness of women’s.”20 Indeed between the late 19th and early 20th century all the major European magazines were filled with a prodigious number of minute woodcut advertisements offering the most impressive and extravagant devices for the cleanliness and well-being of the skin and body: “Would you like to benefit from an ocean massage?” enquires the ad for a rocking bath. There were also terrifying barrels for individual Turkish baths, colossal apparatus for irradiation and electromagnetic massages, and alarming water cannons to wash intimate areas of the body...21 The hygiene revolution also generated a visual revolution, with the massive invasion of large mirrors into homes, especially bathrooms. At the beginning of the 20th century both the mirror and hydraulic industries experienced exceptional growth. “The mirror and the dressing table violated the space for intimacy”, writes Vigarello, “for the first time the naked body was observed, minutely examined, from top to bottom in every sense.”22 For this reason we have called the hygiene section of the exhibition “The Paradise of Hygiene and the Hell of Modesty”. 

“With the advent of ‘romantic beauty’ faces deepen, and the eyes, like the pallor of the skin, accentuate the call to the soul, alluding to the unfathomable. Eugène Delacroix’s women launch their gaze into the penumbra, while those of Caspar Friedrich launch theirs towards infinity. A single element dominates this aesthetic of distance: inner life.”23 In these introductory lines on 19th-century beauty Vigarello also outlines a new “elsewhere” which skin care and make-up were called on to share. This was achieved, he claims, through the newfound awareness of the superiority of voluntary beauty over involuntary beauty, thanks to the scientific/magical arts of cosmetics. And it is precisely about arcane powers and spells that Baudelaire speaks, coining among other things a new term, maquillage (make-up), which became increasingly distinguishable from fard (foundation). Maquillage is no longer solely color and smoothness, it is the architecture of the facial features, it is staging, it is art. 

In the exhibition and in this volume, particular attention has been paid to the very complex developments in the concept of beauty and to the parallel history of cosmetics in the 20th and 21st century. Here, then, I will only indicate some new directions towards the “elsewhere” which the rituals, liturgies and symbology of make-up are leading the “body beautiful” with their cutaneous exoticisms. First of all, one certainly cannot neglect the fundamental matrix of modernity and our times which, also according to Vigarello, consists of a definite psychologizing of behaviors, whereby the aestheticizing of the body is linked ever more strongly to the perception of self and of its presumed, unlimited freedom. An individualization that exalts the collective ideal of a beauty linked inevitably to well-being. 

With these basic trends, the largest and most powerful flow of images of models of beauty – simultaneously within reach and inaccessible – erupted from the cinematic dream factories between the two world wars. And perhaps never as then did the obsession for imitating require make-up to serve reality with the unreality of fantasy. 

I shall leave to others the history and conceptual crumbling of these recent years, characterized among other things, it seems to me, by a new bitter rivalry between cosmetics and surgery in competition for the epidermal colonization of beauty. Certainly the search for “elsewhere” has not weakened, perhaps it has been dramatized, also because the transcendence entailed in the search is embedded in the universe of the body, in its intimacy as an expression of a self-styled, original personality: “To find something that has an original and indigenous value, starting from its appearance.”24 The labyrinthine shops with their maze of ointments, eye shadows, nail varnishes, lipsticks, essences, powders and soft brushes, are second only to the primeval forests with their berries, fruits, pollens, colored insects, waters and resins: the rites demand complex choices. 

Almost in conclusion, on the Jungfrau 

This extraordinary production of riches and symbolic potential contributes decisively in aestheticizing our everyday trivialities by exalting, conserving, and defending, and also often by creating beauty, fascination and seduction, thus linking the past to the present, primitive practices to avant-garde technologies, turning a primordial support into a powerful vehicle for dreams, desires, elaborate messages and mysterious façades. 

Indeed, scientific and cosmetic research into beauty products has increasingly come to focus on that utopia, if not of eternity, at least of durability and permanence, which the skin, due to its structural ambiguity, seems to cruelly deny whoever wears it from birth to death. Having already dealt with make-up for the bloom of youth, here then is make-up for nostalgia, which is used to maintain the youthful qualities that fade over time, or to recreate them as closely as possible when they are only a distant memory. Thus the concept of “make-up” broadens from the almost mask-like to that of “therapy”, until it encroaches on the shaky ground of cosmetic surgery. It should be emphasized, however, that precisely because it works directly on the most noticeable and most deeply-felt effects of temporality, this second task of cosmetics, which corresponds to the season or seasons of life that follow youth, clearly demonstrates its undeniable and fortunate results, which despite their imaginary artifices are nourished by what Gilbert Durand calls “the fantasy function”. A “supplement of soul” that goes beyond the constraints and squalor of objective reality thanks to the “luxury of aesthetic emotion”. So much so that in this sense make-up is memory, and memory, says Durand, organizes its records aesthetically, generated by the deathless and therefore timeless “elsewhere” that is childhood or youth, since the nostalgia for childhood and youthful experience “is inseparable from the nostalgia of existence”. And, “if memory possesses the fundamental characteristic of imagination, in other words to be euphemism, it is also anti-destiny and rises up against time.”25 

One might object that is not very cheering to discover how the spells, charms and seductions of cosmetics are coupled with the cruel law of entropy. But I would say that it is wonderful to think of the extent to which the artifice of make-up has invented exciting “elsewheres”, which have characterized the enjoyment of beauty for entire eras.  And in doing so, its surprising illusions have gladdened humanity from the dawn of time together with other fundamental embellishments from cultures all over the world, such as tattoos, masks, scarification and engravings…

On the other hand, the skin is both micro and macrocosm, it is both part of the universe and a universe in its own right; therefore it cannot escape its own laws. This is alluded to by the entrance panel to the exhibition, which illustrates a portion of sky with the celestial planets turning and the magnified planets of the skin, the work of dermatologist Massimo Papi and photographer Maurizio Riccardi. If we reflect, not even the stony giants of the mountains can escape those laws, and John Ruskin wrote that if a mountain had to tell its story it would begin by saying how once upon a time it had been imposing and majestic. And so, on the peaks, where erosion is more severe, the random silent “elsewhere” of snow descends like a gift from heaven, rounding ridges, softening and covering the crevasses, supporting the pinnacles. This has always happened, even to a mountain that has been named the “Jungfrau”. 

To enhance and keep beauty alive in the world, even to create it: in this capacity cosmetics in all its forms can be said to be among the oldest of the arts. But it is also a rare and successful example of the convergence between aesthetic aspiration and scientific and technological research. 
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