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Displayed Nude and Landscape
Metonymy of the Gaze in Courbet’s Sleeping Nude
[Abstract]

Chikashi KITAZAKI

Courbet’s Sleeping Nude is one of this artist’s so-called peintures de boudoir

or bedroom pictures. His depiction of a nude woman sleeping on a bed near a
window and its combination of female nude and the landscape places it

in the Venetian type of reclining nude begun by Giorgione, Titian and others.
And yet, this painting is not an image of Venus seen in the countryside;

rather it is a painting of a nude seen in an interior setting whose window allows
aview of the landscape. In our consideration of the composition of the picture
plane and the relationship between Courbet’s depicted nude and landscape,

we must note that this is not simply a case of combining fascinating motifs,
instead we mustconsider the effect that is created, and how that effect is related
to the nature of this work as a peinture de boudoir.

The window open to the outside world shows a scene that has been
identified Courbet’s own homeland of the Franche-Comté region of France.
Thus the scene shown through the window is not simply an anonymous
pastoral landscape, it is a landscape of a particular region of France that might
in fact exist. This specific view ushers a sense of reality into the interior
scene. Further, the fact that the window is open to the outside world means
that it functions in place of a voyeuristic viewer’s gaze, opening a private space
to an external gaze. As a result, the window strips this nude image of her
mythical quality, and strengthens a sense of the voyeuristic desire to gaze into
an actualprivate space and time, thereby heightening the work’s erotic effect.

The curtain hung in this window would have originally served the purpose
of hiding the interior, private space—here the nude—from the outside world. But,
thus said, the opened curtain has the effect of re-displaying the hidden interior.
Here the issue becomes the relationship between the nude and the curtain.
Nude women in interior settings, whether in paintings or in pornographic prints
or photographs, are frequently shown with curtains, ceiling canopies, or
entwined with sheets or half-removed clothing. These elements spatially enclose
the woman, bind or surround the woman’s body, become one with the woman’s
form, and as such, can be seen as the gender apparatus that reveal the
dominant desire of the male beholder of the image. The revealing of that which
has been concealed is an effective representation of voyeuristic desire.
Traditionally the curtain covering the work itself has given the work a certain
value as a collectible item. As in the case of a peinture de boudoir, as clarified
by Courbet’s The Origin of the World, we can confirm that this revealing of
the concealed emphasizes the dominant power relationship in which the owner
of this work can choose to freely look at the work, or choose to reveal it to
the beholder. Here the curtain hung in this window functions as an interior
curtain, heightening the effect of revealing the nude to a fictional gaze outside
of the window, at the same time that it also makes us fully aware of the
fact that it reveals the landscape enclosed by the window frame. As a result,
both the nude and the landscape are cut off by the frame, and both revealed by
the curtain, they are thus seen as equals. As has been indicated about The
Puainter’s Studio, Courbet would occasionally turn the same gaze on both nude
and landscape in his works. In the case of The Painter’s Studio, it is the
presence of the painter within the composition that makes that possible, while
here the painter is placed outside of the composition, and his gaze is turned
to the nude and the landscape via the window and the curtain. In this sense the
window and the curtain function as the metonymy of the gaze. Thus the
work is revealed as filled with mid-19th century western male desire, the woman
is at once the object of the “gaze,” and also a thing of nature.

In this Sleeping Nude, whose source is the images of sleeping Venus with a
pastoral landscape, its mythical nature derived from the pastoral scene has
been stripped by the introduction of the actual landscape seen through the
window, as the voyeuristic effect is heightened by the opened window and the
frame and curtain function as the metonymy of the artist's and beholder’s
gaze. These all indicated that the desires of the artist and the beholder act in
concert towards nature and women. And this would have undoubtedly
heightened the peinture de boudoir value of this work in the marketplace.
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