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not be separated from imagination. We are always living in a
story, always surrounded by images, and always perceiving
with imagination. Sensation is a particular way of imagin-

TheEroticBody

ing, fully grounded in physical perception, but nevertheless
determined by fantasy. Ralph Waldo Emerson said as much
when he observed that only the poet can really see the stars.

Beauty,Face,
Hair

At a mundane level, a person eating pasta that his mother has
cooked all his life will have a sensory experience heavily influenced by past memories and by affection for his mother.
Sensation is never separated from fantasy, which gives it
meaning.
Everyone is aware that sex is a physical experience. What
we sometimes forget is that even in the midst of ecstatic sensation, we are still deep in the imagination as well. We cant
appreciate the deeper dimensions of sex unless we consider
the poetics of this body that speaks to us through sensation.

wE rAKE seriouslyWilliam Blake'sreminder that the
Tr
T
body is the soul manifestedby the senses,then we have
I
to look at the body in a new way.This view of the body, quite
unlike anything we find in modern culture, offers two challenges:how to seethe soul when we look at the body, and
how to use our sensesasthe primary meansof knowing the
soul. Usually we think of the body in purely physical terms
and considerthe soul abstractly.Peopleoften askfor defini
tions of the soul, asthough it could be graspedintellecrually.
They want to know if it is immortal and how it functions.
Blake invites us to think about the soul in a different way, as
something to be discoveredthrough touch, smell, hearing,
taste,and sight.
We make a mistakewhen we think of sensationasa purely
physicalexperience.Like everythinghuman, sensationcan-

TheLandscapeof theBody
Thebodyis an eroticlandscape
with regionsof special
interest, some common to all people, some proper to certain culrures and individuals. It's always difficult to read the symbolism or imagery of the body, but in general the body and its
various parts echo certain themes in a persons psychology. It
doesnt take much efiort, for instance, to see a child's attachment to mother in a man's attraction to big-breasted women.
But what is the meaning of an interest in feet or shoes?What
is going on in the attraction to a mans pectoral muscles or to
a woman's calves or thighs? What does it mean when we're
fascinatedby a man's orwomart's 'buns"? I've neverbeen able
to accept the common idea among scholars that the thigh is a
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euphemismfor the genitals.Thighs havetheir own eros.And
what exactlyis the lure of underclorhes,and what is it about
the eyesthat can be erotically hypnotic?
The body is a mythology, enrire and complete in itself.Just
aswe can rurn to any culture'straditional storiesand rituals
and find gods of war, nymphs of groves and streams, and
spiritsof place,sowe canlook at the body andfind nurturing
breasts,protectivemuscles,luxuriant hair, advenfurousfeet,
and boyish buttocks. Eachpart of the body, differing slightly
from personto person,is a window onto a world of meaning
and allure. This stirring of fantasyand desireshowsthat the
body e4presses
the soul, or even,in Blake'slanguage,rs the
soul.
The Freudianbody is a mythological rerrain of nurruring
breasts,retentiveanus,and sexualphallus.But it would be a
mistake to limit the meaning of any body parr to a Freudian
interpretation,no matter how imaginativelynuanced.In the
writings of the Marquisde Sade,for instance,the anusis mysteriously an object of adoration, and in statuesof Artemis
the breastsseemto havenothing to do with nurruring.
The body is alwaysavailablefor poetic reading, and there
is no need to become rigid about a particular way of interpreting it. Each person,eachculrure, eachhistoricalperiod,
and eachtheory hasthe right to its own storytellingbasedon
images that lie piled on each other in every inch of human
tissue.The skin is thickwith stories,told and untold, already
exploredand yet to be discovered.
Some ancient sculpturesshow trim, muscled men running races,throwing spears,and fighting in bartle.Some depict a mother nursing her child. Aphrodire appearspreparing for a bath, loosening a sandal,placing her handsover her
breastsandpubic area,glancingbackoverher shoulderro see
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her buttocks, or tending to her braceletsand other adornments. She seems to enjoy looking at herself and being
looked at, and sheis often preoccupiedwith things we might
considerperipheral and nonessential.She seemsgenerally
h"ppy in her apparentlyunproductive, insignificant preoccupations.
These delightful imagesof the goddessof sexmay help
correct our biases.To the soul it may be fruitful to look at
our bodies,to take time at the bath, to considerour jewelry
and body ornaments. The soul may be restoredby a long
soaking or an hour stolen from a busy life for a fragrant
sauna.The soul may need attention to nails and skin and
hair.
In Aphrodite, the entire body is alivewith significanceand
pleasuqe-her smile,the placingof her hands,the crook of a
leg, the shapeof a breast.We haveto remember that stafues
of Aphrodite are icons,a holy presencingof the goddessand
not just portraits of her, and so eachsubtleelementhasprofound implications for sexuality at the personal level and for
life in its largest sense.The curve of her hip may be attractive, and it may also saysomething about curvesin all of nature and all of culture. Her seduccivesmile may remind us of
a friend, andit may alsooffer somedeepinsight into the allure
of nature and of things. Her gesturesare so precisethat they
appearto be mudras,sacredsignalsrepresentingholy truths.
We will look closely at thesemudras in the next chapter.
Aphrodite'sbody is the arehetypeof the human body and
also of the body of the world. The human body is a miniature world, each of its parts mirroring narure, culture, and
ordinary human life. If we could give up some of our modern biases,we could look at the body and seesignsof lifes
deepestmysteries.Everybody is a mysticalbody,eachpart a
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poem. If its possiblero seethe whole world in a grain of
sand, we can glimpse the meaning of life in an eyebrow, a
nipple, a penis,and,in rhe holy spirit of Aphrodire, a rounded
backside.

The Erotic Body
The only way I can understand the enormous curiosiry and
fascinationattachedto the human body is to recall william
Blake'sinstruction rhat the body is the soul perceivedby thb
senses.
The body subtly expresses
the mystery of the person
and of the human race.How fascinatingit is to watch bodies
go by in a crowded public space.we never tire of contemplating the subtle differencesand presenrarionsof bodies in
advertisingand in seriousphotography.Artists never cease
painting the body in myriad sryles and tonalities, and we
gazeintensely at our own bodies in the mirror and in family
photographs:
It is asif the body holds the secrerto who we are and what
we are to become. one wonders if the many religions and
philosophiesthat havebeen repressiveand dismissiveof the
body,seeingit asan obstacleand weighr, are merely defending themselvesagainstthe vitaliry promised by the body's
eroticism. Spirirual worry about the body seemsro come
from an undervaluation of physicallife that parallelsan overvaluationof eternity.
women torrriented by anorexiaand bulimia havetold me
how they wish from rhe depths of their hearts to be relieved
of their bodies. Some are embarrassedto havebreastsand
curves,some developan overpowering need to cut off their
hair, and some just want to waste away until they have no
body at all. I've witnessedprofound liberation in suchwomen
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when they begin to accepttheir desiresand the unique direction of their attractions.
Often spirituality is motivated by an anti-Venus reffeat
into an etherealand bodilessrealm where we canescaPeour
humanity. We may seein individual casesof anorexiaa battle, enactedin the culture at large, to live virtuously in the
undeniable presenceof the body. The obvious materialism
of our age coversover an extreme spirirualism, in which we
deny the necessitiesof Venusand live asthough we could ignore the body. Often men and women are so focusedon future successin work and businessthat they first take note of
their bodies in serious illness and in sexual attractions that
disturb them.
of theirbodies.Some
Men canbe extremelyself-conscious
cant urinate in public rest rooms becauseof their deepembarrassment.Many men obsessivelydevote themselvesto
weight lifting and fitness, suffering their bodily existence
rather than enjoying it. Obviously not comfortable with
themselves,men may strut andbrawl asthough they needto
displaytheir physicalpower and presence.
One of the first achievementsto be made in the reconcili
ation of body and spirit, which is a prerequisitefor a deepened, soul-filled sexualiry is a rediscoveryof the virtue and
value of the body's eroticism. We may have to realizein the
starkestterms that the historical and psychologicalsplitting
of body and spirit, of transcendenceand sensuousness,
and
of virtue and desireis a neurosis,a disturbanceof the soul.It
is not a philosophicalchoice, not a cultural emphasis,and
not a spirirual necessiry.It takesmany forms both within religion and outside of it, both in explicit spiritual devotion of
all kinds and in lessobviousforms of dedication,asin businessand politics.
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Thesedivisionslie at the baseof modern Westernculture,
and assuchthey lie in the individual heartsof us all, contaminating our marriages and our lovemaking. They are false
divisions,unnecessaryoppositions that affect every aspect
of modern life, from our personalemotional stabiliryto the
building of bridges.To find the soul of sexwe haveto wrench
it out of the materialisticand mechanisticbody that we have
createdby means of our modern philosophiesand reunite
it with the subtle, fantasy-filled,mythologizedbody of the
imagination.
Body and spirit marry in the chapel of the soul. They
marry every minute of every day,in all activities and in all inacdviry,in all thoughtsand in all actions,or they marry not at
all. If they dort't marry, we do not know sexualirywith soul,
and therefore our sexualiryremains incomplete and insufficiently human. We do not find the soul of sexby spirirualizing the body but by coming to appreciateits mysteriesand
by daringto enter into its sensuousness.

TheBeauttfulFace
One curious epithet for the goddess Aphrodite is philommeides.A tradition going back to ancient literarure understands
plilommeides to mean both "lover of smiles" and "lover of
the genitals." Aphrodite is often shown with a slight smile on
her face, the kind we find both mysterious and intriguing in
Leonardo da Vinci's Mona Lisa. The smile cannot be reduced
to any single meaning, but in relation to other qualities associated with the goddess we can see in it her delight in ordinary physical pleasures,the joy she brings to life, and, not unrelated, her unashamed appreciation for the sexual body.
Aphrodite's mystery is expressed in a smile because she
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knows that the face can be used with extreme subtlety to invoke the atmosphere of sex, to attract a partner, and to lure a
lover to her sensual rituals. This goddess of the alluring smile
is the patroness of seduction. Lookclosely at statues of Venus
and you will find much to read in her smile and in the tilt of
her head.
Some people are attractive simply for their facial beauty
and handsomeness. With little effort they can work sexual
magic, a talent that can be a great gift or a terrible burden. A
person with a beautiful face is born into the world of
Aphrodite and has to learn how to live in it. As with any immortal gift of birth, such a gifted person has to discover over
time how to enjoy it without narcissism and without making
it a slave of the ego.
Most of the truly beautiful people I have known confess
both their gratifude and their sense of luck for having been
born handsome or beautiful, and at the same time they
admit that beaury can get them into trouble and can be a
weight to carry. They also express their fear of losing their
beaucy to age, wondering how they are going to get along
it. Their physical beauty becomes part of their
makeup and plays a central role in the unfolding of their
soul. But the same is true for all of us' Archetypal human

without

beauty shines through in every body and every face, especially to a lover or a parent, and that beauty, with its seductiveness, is part of the life of the soul.
In Marilyn Monroe people encountered the nymph of sex,
and she often complained that people looked at her without
really seeing her: "People had a habit of looking at me as if I
were some kind of mirror instead of a person," she said.
People didnt exactly see themselves in her, because this mirror performed a special magic. In her they saw their ideahza'
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tion of the body and of sex,and beyond that they perceived
the sex spirit herself our nymph, the goddess,who so
pos_
sessedthe actressthat the personwashardly to be noticed.
Marilyn Monroe also observed,"The real lover is the
man
who can thrill you by touching your head or smiling
into
your eyesor byjust staringinto space."rThis simple
line caprures the sensationof srumbling into Aphrodite,sworld
sim_
ply by meansof a smile or a srare.All it takes are deep
dark
eyes,an arch in the eyebrows,flawlessskin, a chin of
author_
iry, or a delicatethroat to do her magic.
The nymph takesresidencein men aswen aswomen,
and
when she is there people react to her presence,sometimes
with extraordinary clumsiness,and call it beaury.crry
Grant
began his life asArchie Leach, an English acror who
worked
hard at creatingthe personaof the suavescreenlover-the
look, the walk, rhe accent.His biographerGraham
Mccann
refersto Grant'spersonaas "a clusterof idealizedqualities,,
and quotesthe film critic pauline Kael describingc.ry
Grant
as "the most publicly seducedmale the world has
known.,,
He notesthat the outrageousMae west oncelooked him
up
and down and said,"you canbe had.."z
'we can all take
on the Aphroditic task of making the most
of the raw beauty weve been given. The face alows
us to
eroticize our very personscreatively.Lips, teeth, noses,
eyebrows, and skin, along with a[ the care and medical
aftention we may bring to them, serve the spirit for whom
the
body and its sexualiry are ar the center of life, even
though
we mayjudge them superficial.
cosmedc dentalrepairsand plasticsurgerycanbe written
off asthe work of vaniry,but they can arsobe soul-saving
resourcesthrough which our deep,life-giving sexualiry
is sustained and cared for. Our sexual nymph may not keep
the
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heart beatingandthe brain at work, but shemakeslife worth
living and her work is essentialfor the survival of the soul.

Erotic Hair
Eyes,dimples, foreheads,cheeks,shoulders-any of these
can launch a thousand shipsin a personsimagination, becoming a loving obsessionas we remember,sketch,photograph, and discusssome small fearureof a person we love.
One elementthat hasdrawn particularattentionin literarure
and painting is the hair. Brushed,dyed, shaved,and shaped
accordingto dictatesof meaning,pleasure,and allure, hair
hasdrawn particular attention in life asin art. In the realm of
sexhair works a specialmagic.
Hair is of great importance in religion and in communities dedicatedto celibacy,where not giving much attention
to hair is a matter of serious concern. When I lived in a
Catholic religious order, I was instructed to wear my hair
short, preferablyabout three-quartersof an inch long. The
rules forbadethe use of shampo.oand the growing of beards
and mustaches.For cenfuries,of course,monks were recognizedby their tonsure, the small shavedbald spot that was a
sign of their initiation into religious life. Easternmonks still
shavetheir headsentirely,while yogis never cut a singlehair.
Having short, plain hair may help the monk keep his vow
while the evangelistmight benefit from the sexualdisplayof
his luxurious coiffirre-religion is full of concealederotic signals. As is often the case,religion showsus in the extreme
certain patterns that are common in our daily lives. Deep
shifts may be taking place in the soul in those ordinary but
crucial moments when we decide to change our hairdo or
shaveoff a beard or, certainly,changehair color.
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The many rituals and stories surrounding hair also provide some hints about the life fantasiesthar mingle with our
sexuality.when I was growing up in a carholic school and
family, it was the strict custom for women to havetheir hair
coveredwheneverthey were in church. I neverthought much
about the meaning of coveringthe head and alwaysassumed
that it was a tradition signi$ringreverence,parallel to the in_
junction that men not wear hatsin church.
c. G.Jungoffersan interestingreasonfor the practice,one
I neverheard from the nuns or priests.He saysthat according
to tradition the problem was not that men in the congregation might be tempted by the sight of uncoveredfeminine
hair, but that angelsmight be thrown into rapture in its presence.3He explainsthat in some traditions angelsare not as
pure aswe might think. Sometimesthey displayan eagerness
for sexthat matchesany human desire,and apparently they
cant resistthe allure of hair.
we are often told, in one form or another, to resist the
temptations of the world, the flesh, and the devil. Bur ro live
a vibrant spirirual life the angelsand spirits haveto be enriced
into our daily lives.This legend about angelsbeing affracted
by beaudful human hair says something profound about
both the spirirual life and the power of sexyhair. Lovely, attractive earthly life is epitomwed in beautiful hair, and the
cultivation of this life, including the sexualpotency of hair,
plays an importanr role in our full participarion in our humaniry.
Renaissance
philosophy seesphysicalbeauty as part of a
chain from body to spirit. In his book on love Ficino saysthat
we can ascendfrom body to soul to angelto God by means
of beauty.aI take theselevelsof realiry in very ordinary ways.
I can be enraptured by
daughter'shair, but that beaury
-y
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only leads me immediately to feelings of love for her, and
through her to a love of life, and through that love of life to
an appreciation of absolute and infinite beauty. I am easily
persuadedof the existenceof God through the old argument
of beaury and the chain begins with a child'slovely red hair.
As part for the whole, hair can representearthly human
lnrgzz British sculptor and calliglife in all its sensuousness.
rapher Eric Gill publisheda wood engravingentitled Nupttals
of God,showing a woman standing with outstretched arms
againstthe body of Jesusasit hangson the cross.Exceptfor
her arms and cwo small patchesof leg, all you see is her
body-lengthhair coveringthe entire torso of Jesus.For Gill,
this coming together of the sufferingChrist and human hair
representsthe deepestmystery of the spirinrallife, the erotic
union of Christ and his church.

Eric Gill, Nuptiak of God
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The engraving was objectionable to some, of course, not
only because of the womans body pressed against the crucified Christ's, but also because almost all you see of her is her
long flowing hair. She echoes the traditional image of Mary
Magdalen, of course, a woman in legend recognizable for
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The myths associatedwith Aphrodite encourageus to see
beaury not only asa physicalqualicybut asthe evocationof a
spirit. The gorgeous yer almost surreal venus figures of
Botticelli and those of LucasCranach conjure this spirit of
beaury in a variefy of ways that are alluring and arresting.

her hair and her sexualiry. She is also the sensuous soul finding completion in loving embrace of the exalted spirit. All
my life I have been drawn to the bold, sensuous theology of
Eric Gill and to his beautiful images that blend, with extraordinary originaliry, passionate spirirual practice with passionate sensualiry. With rare inruition his erotic, spiritual engravings and sculptures heal the wound that occurs whenever
body is torn from spirit and the fwo try to survive apart from
each other.
The monk shaveshis or her head in the name of transcendent spirirualiry, while the person dedicated to a different,
more earth-rooted spiritualiry, no lessimportant or virfuous,
braids her locks or enhances his appearance with styling gel.
The man or woman standing in front of a mirror brushing
straggling hairs into place is engaged in a rirual, a true rite in
the religion of Aphrodite. Combing your hair is way of caring for your soul. Of course it can be empty and narcissistic,
but any human acciviry can be either genuine in its unseli
consciousnessor neurotic in its egotism. Aphrodite is a face
of the soul, and herworld of alluringbeauty andbody care is
a valid and effective wav to the soul.

The Soul\ Own Beauty
Beauty,a qualiryof bodyandcharacter,
liesdeepwithin the
province of Aphrodite, but for all our attention to physical
beaury we often ignore beaury in the soul and in the world.

Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus

SuchVenusbodies of art, dressedin mere hints of clothing, are nor literal depictions of the human body. Rather,
they show that a spirit body lies visible just beneath the
many
clothesand adornmentsof a human Person.Cranactt's
representationsof Adam, too, evoke a primordial beaury in
his perfectproportions,handsomeface,and vulnerableposrures. These and countlessother erotic images from art
demonsrraterhe many waysin which the sexnymph canbe
called forth in our ordinary lives and through our ordinary
bodies.
Life-enhancingbeaury does not require that a person be
prerry or handsome; it may consist in quite inconspicuous
signsof the nymphspresence.I onceknew a man whoseface
was rather deformed,but his voicewas angelic.Hearinghim
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speak,you would immediarely be charmed and would see
the music of his speechgive a bearific casrro his face.A person may not be a typical beauty and yet you can be sent reelirgitt pleasureby the erotic shapeof a cheekor the rurn of a
lip. Becauseit is more than the product of cosmedcsand aesthetics,beaurycastsa spell.It is the work of magic and serves
sexualirybecauseit offerspleasureand givesrise to the desire
for union.
JamesJoyce'sanalysisof beaury basedon the writing of
Thomas Aquinas, considersthe radiance of a thing to be a
primary sourceof its beaury a radiancethat can be apprehended "luminously" by the human mind, causing an ..en_
chantment of the heart."t lt's interesting in this regard that
the Greeks describedAphrodite as one who shineslike the
dawn. In a poem about a new bride, sapphoconjuresup this
sameideaof beaury:
charming to look at,
with eyesassoft ashoney,
and a facethat Love haslighted
with his own beauty.
In sappho it is love that inspiresthe radiancewe perceive
asbeaury.Especiallyaspart of sex,beauty is the result of attraction, desire,and enjoyment rather than a fixed physical
quality. It is the radianceof the soul showing itself in a facial
expression,an innate facial figuration, or the face as it has
been shapedinto a certain glowing visagethrough years of
experience.we perceivetheserays shining invisibly through
a charming face,eventhough that facemay fail to move othersand may by all current standardsbe plain.we may be captivated, unable to think of anything else, and want desper-
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atqly never to havethis presencetaken from us' so powerful
and meaningful is its beauty.
Growing old diminishes a kind of beauty that is undeniablypotent, but it doesnt destroythe beautythat is the soul's
radiance,becausethe body as soul existspartly outside of
time and therefore is differently affected by the passingof
years.It may take a person of unusual perspicaciryto Perceivethis beauty, or it may require only a person of experiof ThingsPast,when
ence. In Marcel Proust's Remembrance
Marcelseesthe agelessOdetteafter a lapseof many years,he
says:"I failed at first to recognizeher, not becauseshe had
but becauseshehad not changed."6Soul beauryis perceived
yet it is timeless.
through the senses,
the radianceof the face plays a cenits
source,
Whatever
tral role in sex,so much so that in the moment of passiona
personmay look at his or her Partnerand catcha glimpseof
Aphrodite herself, no longer disguised as the person who
slipped into the bed. Perhapsthe central goal in sex is to
achievethis apotheosisin which the human lover callsforth a
momentary perception of divine beaury thereby turning the
lovemakinginto true ricual.What we call "good sex"maybe
nothing lessthan a timelessrite carried out so effectivelythat
we are deeply affectedby the Aphroditic spirit that hasbeen
so effectivelysummoned.
D. H. Lawrence,who was acutely awareof this mystery of
divine sexuality,wrote:
What's the good of a man
unlessthere'sthe glimpse of a god in him?
And what's the good of a woman
unlessshe'sa glimpseof a goddessof some sort?
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In this definition anyone and everyone can be beautiful.
Perhaps only a lover can see the soul's beaury reflected in the
face or body of the beloved, but even so that beaury is real,
and it plays an importantparr in sex. It's a sign that venus has
been called and that she has responded. And, as the ancients
said, she is the sine qua non of sex. she gives new meaning to
the word nymphomania, which we can define along the lines
of Plato and many of his followers as erotic madness or
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sance philosophers said that beauty is one of the graces of
human life, a gift and a power that should not be underestimated.

iry fiercely in love with a young girl: "the very attraction immaruriry has for me lies nor so much in the limpidiry of pure
young forbidden fairy child beaury as in the securiry of a situation where infinite perfections fill the gap berween the lit-

The theme is even stronger in the ancient tale of Eros and
Psyche, where in a crucial moment psyche, the soul, breaks
her vow not to look at her lover and gazes at Eros, who is
Love himself "a handsome god lyug in a handsome posture." She looks long on his beautiful face,his luxuriant hair.
his "hairless and rosy body."z
These and other ancient stories tell of the soul's attraction
to the human body and especially the face. Beyond its mysti-
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lure, however great it is, however slight and relative. Renais-

Near the end of his extraordinarily complex novel Lolita,
vladimir Nabokov places a lovely sentence that captures the
essenceof his unusual story about a man on the edge of san-

earthly attractions.

of

cal and profound psychological implications, we might simply acknowledge the importance of our own beauty and al-

frenzy. Nympho-mania becomes an altered state of consciousnessin which we succeed in beholding the nymph in a
male or female body, the nymph whose task it is to grace
human life with sensual and sexual wonders.

tle given and the great promised-the grear rosegray neverto-be-had." Humbert Humbert would be called a nymphomaniac, but Nabokov reminds us that sexual desire can be
life desire, the craving for immortal perfections expressed in
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Eros and Psyche

