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        Is the dividing line between nature and
                culture the imagination?
            
— Guy Davenport

        Although the intellectual powers and social habits of man
                are
of paramount importance to him, we must not underrate the
importance of
                his bodily structure….
— Charles Darwin

        Our being seems to lie not in cells and muscles but in the
                traces
that our thoughts and actions inscribe on the air.
            
—John Updike

        The Ethiopians say that their gods are snub-nosed and black,
                the
Thracians that theirs have light blue eyes and red hair.
            
—Xenophanes
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            Of physiology from top to toe I sing,
        

        
            Not physiognomy alone nor brain alone is worthy for the Muse,
        

        I say the Form complete is worthier far,
The Female equally
                with the Male I sing.
            
– Walt Whitman

    
INTRODUCTION THE FORM COMPLETE

Neanderthals Yawned

Neanderthals yawned. Tutankhamen cried. Eleanor of Aquitaine belched. No doubt Murasaki Shikibu combed her hair and Askia Muhammad liked to prop up his feet. The pages of Louis XV yearned to sit down. The armies of Montezuma stubbed their toes, scratched their heads, blinked their eyes, and chewed their food; they bled when wounded and laughed when tickled. All of these people experienced their greatest pleasures and worst pains through their bodies. Throughout history how many lovers have caressed and how many war victims have writhed? Like us, they feared more than anything else the multitude of ways that the body could come to harm or even perish. Their mythologies, like ours, imagined a resurrection of the body because consciousness without it is inconceivable.

Despite the variety of cultures around the world, every human being reenacts the lives of the billions who were born and died in bodies like our own. On a metropolitan street you can see the diversity of humanity represented all around you. There are women and men and girls and boys of every size, shape, and color – different skin tones and facial contours, variations in eye shape and hair texture. Each of us has one body, and each of us comes from a culture that tells us what to do with it. In the same crowd there may be Orthodox peyot and skinhead pates, straightened hair of African origin and curled hair of European origin, artificial fingernails and painted toenails, tailored beards and pierced navels, false teeth and tucked necks, shaven legs and unshaven underarms, plucked eyebrows and rouged cheeks, enlarged breasts and reduced noses, calves taut in high heels and earlobes stretched by jewelry.

So much tinkering with the body exemplifies our ambivalent but creative response to it. The German film director Wim Wenders captured the joy and confusion of having a body in Der Himmel über Berlin (released in the United States as Wings of Desire), in which bodiless angels tire of their eternal voyeurism and yearn for the experience of being alive in a corporeal form. Inspired by both Rilke’s poems and the director’s own feelings about a divided Berlin, the script by Wenders and Peter Handke conveys a passionate longing for the sense of touch that humans take for granted. The angels hunger to grasp a pencil, caress an ear, stretch their toes, feed a cat, even to acquire blackened fingers from reading a newspaper. ‘Instead of forever hovering above,’ says one angel, ‘I’d like to feel there’s some weight to me… to end my eternity and bind me to earth. At each step, each gust of wind, I’d like to be able to say, “Now!” ’ After his first night of making love with a woman, he says, ‘I know now what no angel knows.’

Daily we wallow in the luxurious physicality for which the angel yearns. The human body perceives the world through its senses, and there is no sense but touch. Through your body the world touches you. You taste chocolate and champagne when their molecules caress your tongue. You hear music when sound waves play the tympani in your ears. You smell coffee because tiny particles of it float through the air and touch the receptors in your nose. Photons enter your eyes and enable you to see the color of sunlit leaves. And there is the sense that we officially call touch, which enables you to perceive the difference against your skin of the wool of your jacket and the cotton of your shirt, or the texture of the luggage you’re carrying, or sunshine on your closed eyelids.

The slow evolution that eventually created the body of Homo sapiens – the first animal, as far as we know, to contemplate itself – is a wonderful story. Every part of the body attests to gradual change over long periods of time. One of the Zen-like side effects of the natural sciences is the big-picture perspective of biological time. As we scurry around atwitter with the fad or crisis du jour, we forget that we are as subject to nature’s laws as are the slime mold and the dodo. Even religious fundamentalists concede that, like other creatures, we select mates and reproduce our mutual characteristics, from the father’s height or eyebrows to the mother’s bone structure or skin tone, and that, in turn, our children choose mates and reproduce, further varying the pattern. What they are reluctant to admit is that this process has been going on for an incomprehensibly long time. We have changed, and we are changing.

When this realization becomes a part of your everyday thinking, you begin to see the bodies around you differently. They blur and shift before your eyes. Faces morph from one shape into another like those in computer-generated films. And you begin to realize that the human body is composed of malleable clay. Long before cosmetic surgeons approached it as a work in progress, nature was whittling and sculpting the body to adapt it for many different environments. Every inch of the human form bears the stamp of nature’s restless creativity. We have prominent noses and large buttocks. We stand upright on two legs. Our ears are situated to gather sounds and triangulate their location, and our navels mark us as placental mammals. We seem naked when contrasted with our hirsute relatives, but actually we have a great deal of hair on our bodies – much of it still clustered strategically to harbor scent.

Yet we are not content with such hard facts, no matter how impressive they may be. ‘The meaning of things,’ observed Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, ‘lies not in themselves but in our attitudes toward them.’ The human mind perceives the world in symbolic terms and never stops exercising the imagination. As a result, much of culture consists of fictions that endow natural processes with symbolic importance. There is no better example than our reaction to the talents and limitations of what we have variously called a machine for living, the temple of the soul, and our mortal coil – the human body. Every part and function of the body plays its symbolic role. In Islam the fingers of the open hand symbolize the Five Precepts. The instability of flame was represented by fire deities without feet. A haircut, a sneeze, even trimmed fingernails could mean a diminution of the vital force of life. Created in our own image, gods took their cues from the human form. Atlas carried the world on his shoulders. The mighty Strenua aided humanity with her muscular arms. Samson’s hair was seen not as a protein substance produced by follicles in the scalp but as a conduit through which God bestowed some of his own strength upon a mortal.

Like a sketch under a painting, the natural history of the body guides the composition of our faded mythologies and our flourishing preoccupations. Whatever social subsets may claim us, whatever abstract groups court our allegiance, we are also primates, mammals, and vertebrates. However, before reason won its small role as explainer of phenomena, superstition assigned every part of the body its own Just-So ‘explanation,’ even such aspects as disfigurement, beauty, disease, and ugliness. The result is a sizable portion of our shared culture. With myth and art – and, more recently, with science – we have tried to answer through the body the three questions that Paul Gauguin once used as the title of a painting: Where did we come from? What are we? Where are we going?

The Mystery of the Visible

This book is not about my personal experiences, but one of them inspired it. Like most people with a functioning body, I take a number of activities for granted – trivial actions such as raising my head and feeling sensation in my fingertips. That is, I blithely did so until a few years ago. Then I dislocated a cervical disc and suffered ongoing neck and back pain until, after sudden paralysis in my left arm, I underwent a discectomy. My neurosurgeon told me that mine was one of the worst herniated discs of the thousand-plus on which he had operated. Pride in uniqueness didn’t alleviate my pain during the two weeks I spent mostly flat on my back. To bolster his advice that I hold my head up as little as possible, the neurosurgeon provided a vivid image. He said that the human head is roughly the size and weight of a bowling ball and that the spine labors like the stem of a sunflower to carry such a burden. Not wanting the poor overworked stem to snap again, I followed the doctor’s orders. I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling.

Desperate for some kind of intellectual activity, I began thinking about the human body. I found that I could rest a legal pad flat on my chest and write without having to watch the words appear, if occasionally I worked the pad to a wobbly upright position to see if my palimpsest of notes was decipherable. During much of my convalescence, I whiled away the hours scrawling free association under such headings as ‘Ears’ and ‘Navel’ and ‘Toes.’ Beside me on the bed, the pages accumulated. Pliny’s remark about King Pyrrhus’s restorative toe stirred memories of Margaret Fox and the founding of American spiritualism. Houdini’s cues to his assistant reminded me of Darwin’s pointed ears. I could not envision Neil Armstrong’s carefully arranged photo op of pressing his boot into moon soil without also seeing the row of ancient footprints that Mary Leakey unearthed at Laetoli. And every time I tried to raise my head, I remembered how much of our back pain scientists attribute to an awkward bipedalism – the once horizontal mammalian spine wrenched upward to support the aspiring head and free the greedy hands, leaving the old vertebrate nerves and their armor crowded too closely together.

Soon I realized that I had begun my next book. When I could sit up again, I dived into research about the body. Each source led to new discoveries. In time I consulted experts. Because I am as interested in culture as in nature, I could not help noticing that many of our cherished myths about the body began with an imaginative response to its natural history. Nothing excites my imagination more than the border habitat where the two fields interbreed and form strange hybrids. For this reason Adam’s Navel is itself something of a hybrid.

There are many ways to approach the study of the human body. Medical specialists examine the great administrative systems that govern bodily departments: skeletal, muscular, nervous, digestive, respiratory, cardiovascular, endocrine, lymphatic. Paleontologists burrow after the hard evidence of our ancestry. Sociologists, psychologists, reflexologists – every species of -ologist manages to apply a theme to the body. Athletes sculpt themselves into works of art. Books address self-image, attractiveness, sexual performance, grooming, nourishment, exercise, the sinfulness of the body, and the possibility that your soul previously inhabited a different vehicle than the one that so preoccupies you now.

Because none of these approaches covers my particular interests, I follow my own itinerary in Adam’s Navel. I journey down the human body – male and female – from head to toe, one region at a time. I take as my model a curious style of poetry that arose in France in the mid-sixteenth century. At the instigation of an exiled poet named Clément Marot, a group of prominent writers began composing blasons anatomiques – poetic tributes to the individual parts of the female body. Such celebrations of body parts had their antecedents, including Petrarch’s odes to the eyes of his beloved Laura in the 1300s and a salacious tribute to the breast by the later Baldassarre Olimpo da Sassoferrato. What was new was the French poets’ attempt to apply this kind of admiring ode to body parts of lesser symbolic rank than the window of the soul or the nurturing bosom. Consequently the poets faced opposition. ‘What could be serious in the context of Laura’s expressive, inspiring eyes,’ writes historian Nancy J. Vickers, ‘became absurd when applied to a random tooth or toe.’ Moreover, the blazons usually addressed the body part directly, a pose that sounds rather silly when speaking to the elbow. And yet, as Vickers explains, had Marot written a traditional homage to the entire female form, he would not have opened up such fertile and controversial poetic territory. Soon there were blazons in praise, laudatio, and counterblazons in blame, vituperatio, expressing the spectrum from adoration to revulsion.

In a sense Adam’s Navel is an updated version of blazons and counterblazons, focusing largely (but not solely) on how the cultural history of the body reflects its natural history. Although I resist the kind of personification in which the blasonneurs indulged, I address our ambivalent regard for the vehicle – comic and tragic, divine and mundane – that carries our aspiring consciousness from cradle to grave. Our feelings about the body still range from laudatory to vituperative, as will be amply demonstrated when we zoom in for blazonlike close-ups and examine the many separate yet interdependent parts of the body. I like to think of them as the mutinous citizen describes them in Coriolanus:

The kingly-crownèd head, the vigilant eye,

The counsellor heart, the arm our soldier,

Our steed the leg, the tongue our trumpeter…

Actually I omit the counsellor heart. I keep my attention on the outward form of the body. ‘The great mystery of the world is not the invisible,’ quipped Oscar Wilde, ‘but the visible.’ Rather than exploring the hidden lungs and heart and bones, I look at the parts of the body that are visible daily to each of us – the shape of the overall face, the mouth and ears and eyes and nose, the shoulders and arms and hands, the chest and breasts, the abdomen and navel and waist, the genitals, the buttocks, the legs and feet. These areas nicely map into three distinct regions, each reflecting a different aspect of our evolutionary history: the head and face, the arms and torso, the genitals and legs. These divisions are not merely reductive intellectual constructs. They represent evidence gathered from various sources – the anatomy and physiology of contemporary humans, comparisons to our primate kin, and fossil remains of our extinct ancestors. Each of these areas of the body remembers its past differently. Each inspires different cultural responses. In this book they are discussed in three parts: ‘Headquarters,’ ‘The Weight of the World,’ and ‘A Leg to Stand On.’ These titles embody both the natural history of each particular region and a powerful metaphor inspired by it.

I chose the route downward from the head to the feet for two reasons. First, it appealed to me as narrative, a journey rather than a system. Then I remembered that each human being actually develops in the same progression. In a newborn infant, the first feature of the freshly minted body to come under the baby’s control are the eye muscles. Gradually she achieves awareness of and control over the rest of her facial muscles and arrives at the popular milestone when deliberate smiling makes its appearance. Then the neck muscles come under her influence; her head no longer lolls to the side. Eventually the torso and trunk become part of the baby’s sense of herself. Uncontrolled arms and finally even the legs are recruited to serve with the rest of the body, changing from clumsy appendages and handy chew toys into precisely manipulated hands and carefully placed feet.

Alas, many topics could not be included in this limited space. I omit, to name a few, teeth, breast augmentation, beards, weight gain and loss, the elbow and knee, and the huge topic of racism and skin color. During my journey down the body, however, certain landmarks demanded inclusion – the vigilant eye, for example. Often I realized that I was writing this book the way that I like to travel, by stopping wherever something piques my curiosity. My foray into the splendid weirdness of the human toes, or my ode to the eyebrows, I mean as examples of the black-hole density of the marvelous packed into even the humblest of topics. In both cultural and natural history, no part of the body lacks a story.


OVERTURE SKIN DEEP

If soul may look and body touch,
Which is the more blest? 
— Yeats

A single versatile membrane unites the varied regions of our bodily landscape into the appearance of what Whitman called ‘the form complete.’ The skin is considered the largest organ. No example better demonstrates how it wraps us and contains us than an ancient story about the loss of this overlooked guardian.

Greek myths tell two versions of a story about Marsyas, who either invents the double flute or picks it up after Athena invents and discards the instrument. In both accounts Marsyas creates music so mellifluous that it inspires him to challenge Apollo to a musical duel – flute versus lyre. Apollo agrees only if the winner can choose the loser’s punishment. Intoxicated with the grandeur of his music, Marsyas foolishly agrees. In the first duel, Marsyas and Apollo are so evenly matched in talent that the contest is declared a tie. The vain Apollo then resorts to cheating. He can play his lyre upside down, and he challenges Marsyas to match this pointless virtuosity with his flute. Marsyas cannot and loses. In one of the many insanely cruel gestures of the gods, Apollo then ties his opponent to a tree and flays him alive.

This horrific scene was disturbingly popular in Hellenistic art, and it resurfaced during the classical revival of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Later Giovanni Stefano Danedi painted an almost lyrical version, and Titian wallowed in the gore, portraying Marsyas suspended by his feet as Apollo skins him. One representation that brings home the true horror is an elegant neoclassical marble by Antonio Corrodini, a piece of royal garden sculpture calmly paired with the same artist’s romantic Zephyr and Flora. Both are now in the main domed lobby of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. The beardless, handsome, laurel-crowned Apollo casually wields a bone-handled knife, pushing and guiding it with his forefinger extended along the back of the blade. He is cutting off the skin of Marsyas’s right thigh; you can see it bunching up in front of the knife.

In the first century C.E., Ovid vividly described the gory scene that Corrodini later distilled into bloodless marble:

… and as he screamed

Apollo stripped his skin; the whole of him

Was one huge wound, blood streaming everywhere,

Sinews laid bare, veins naked, quivering

And pulsing. You could count his twitching guts,

And the tissues as the light shone through his ribs.

Why dwell upon this horror? Because it brings home to us what the skin does. Here’s another example: Plastination, Gunther von Hagens’s process for preserving bodies by saturating them with resins, resulted in a famous figure, a man who stands upright holding his entire skin, which has been dissected away in a single piece like the peel of an apple. He is a later incarnation of scorticoti, the anatomical figures prepared in the eighteenth century by peeling back the skin to reveal the subcutaneous strata. The plastinated man is as skinless as the vanquished Marsyas. Tendons, ligaments, the cabled muscles of the arms and legs; the dangling testicles and penis, the bottle-cap ring of the navel – all are revealed, pink and monstrous and natural, in as sobering an image as a vanitas skull grinning over a feast in a Dutch still life. Worst but most instructive of all, the figure holds aloft like a beige overcoat his ghastly shed skin. ‘Man is only man on the surface,’ wrote Paul Valéry. ‘Lift the skin, dissect: here the machineries

begin. Then you lose yourself in an unfathomable substance, alien to everything you know and yet of the essence.’ To appreciate something, it helps to mentally remove it and examine the consequences; we need the sad tale of Marsyas and the pose of the skinned man to help us face our alien essence.

Now that we have an idea of where we would be without skin, let’s look at what our wrapping does. Roughly 16 percent of our weight is skin, with the body devoting from 5 to 8 percent of its metabolism to its maintenance. It must be valuable. When we gaze upon a naked body – the face of a child, the body of a lover – it is the rolling landscape of the skin that we see. It defines us and protects us. Impressively versatile, it is tight across the palm, thick on the sole, flexible in the eyelid. It curves and swoops, folds and puckers. Metaphors abound: The skin is the soil atop the strata, the upholstery around the cushion, the peel on the fruit. Like all cells, skin cells are issued sealed orders instructing them to stop the growing process at a prearranged point. In doing so they delineate the borders of the self. Think of it: Without these cells we would not stop growing, would not find a shape. The skin is the line at which we become individual animals moving self-contained through the world.

The skin, however, is not a space suit, transporting its own packaged atmosphere. ‘We are in the world,’ remarked Alfred North Whitehead, ‘and the world is in us.’ The world – from nutrients to viruses – enters the body and becomes a part of it. The body takes in air and broccoli and steak and converts these foreign substances into lungs and brain cells, somehow alchemically metamorphoses plant and animal flesh into our own flesh. Consider the number of wordly substances that enter and leave through just the skin, from ultraviolet light to perspiration. The skin is a boundary, not a wall.

Because of variations in the pigment melanin, the coloring of skin differs as much as do form and stature, from Inuit to Masai. Many studies indicate that skin color varies as much within ethnic groups as between them. Hence the ability of paler or darker people, less distinctive and more average people, to hide their

racial backgrounds and integrate further than social restrictions intend. Density levels of melanin are determined primarily by our genes. Exposure to the ultraviolet rays in sunlight, however, induce about the same intensity of tan in all populations, although we do not notice this as quickly on a dark-skinned person as we might on someone whose skin more readily shows the burn.

Tanning is of course a kind of burn. The brouhaha surrounding the acquisition of an approved degree of sunburn is yet another weirdly imaginative response to the way that the animal body naturally functions. Sunburn is a warning flag of danger. Although the sun is certainly hot with its own infrared radiation, it does not burn us the way that a hot coal would. Sunburn is actually a toxic reaction to the ultraviolet radiation in sunlight. Ultraviolet rays are shorter in length than visible light, making them imperceptible to us but also granting them more power. Exposure damages DNA and, during the next few hours, induces the production of enzymes and proteins that both encourage inflammatory cells and dilate blood vessels, producing the sensation of hot skin. Burned skin peels because the sun’s attack on DNA kills the cells and the body sloughs them off. Repair begins immediately unless the burn is too severe, but acutely damaged DNA in cells can mutate into skin cancer. A good sunscreen performs two helpful tasks. Its inorganic molecules help reflect and scatter ultraviolet radiation, and its organic molecules absorb it.

Think of the billions of dollars that have been spent worldwide over the last half century or so to convince human beings that pale skin is a public admission of a boring and housebound life. With the postwar relaxation of strictures against how much of the body could be displayed, sunworshipping grew in popularity until late-twentieth-century revelations about skin cancer. For its effect on men, the two-piece bathing suit was named a year after U.S. atomic-bomb tests on Bikini Atoll in 1946, and suddenly beach-going was sexier than the overdressed Victorians could have imagined in their changing coaches rolled axle-deep in the surf. A tanned body came to be considered sultry, tropical, sexy. ‘The marginalized tan races,’ wrote John Updike, ‘were credited with the sexiness that had been discounted by the Protestant ethic.’ Pale Europeans and European Americans were determined to partake of this myth and to prove that they had time and resources to loll on a beach and return with the badge of the good life. As early as 1951 Jean Cocteau was writing in his diary, ‘Odd that Americans, who despise “people of color,” should be so eager to let the sun bake them as black as possible.’ There is now no question that exposure to sunlight encourages skin cancer, especially in these days of a thinning ozonosphere, and sunlamps and tanning beds have proven even more vicious. Nowadays, however, no matter what your climate, tan-in-a-bottle concoctions offer a safe alternative.

While we are on the topic of skin coloring, we should not forget that most of us are splatter-painted with freckles and moles. In a poem Dorothy Parker listed freckles among the four things – along with love, curiosity, and doubt – that she would have been better off without. But those concentrations of melanin provide charming spice to the face and body and even, in the case of such celebrities as Cindy Crawford, enhance signature features. Consider the term ‘beauty spot.’ It promotes a mole or some other blemish to an asset that somehow enriches the rest of the face, a sort of exception that proves the rule. It also indicates that the face was already considered attractive, because the general consensus would be that only pretty women have beauty spots, that unattractive women merely have moles. Some Renaissance ladies drew beauty spots on their unmarked faces. Proust’s narrator says of his early encounters with Albertine, ‘In fact, when I saw her I noticed that she had a beauty spot, but my errant memory made it wander about her face, fixing it now in one place, now in another,’ like I-gor’s roving hump in Mel Brooks’s film Young Frankenstein. Naturally we cannot simply accept the variety of skin appearance. A plastic surgeon named Henry Junius Schireson reported that a densely freckled nurse sought plastic surgery because she looked ‘like a Mulatto’ in dim light. So much riding on speckles of pigment.

It is easy to take for granted the skin’s role in protection and to think only of the pleasure it provides. The network of nerves that invisibly bejewel our epidermis evolved in the animal body to respond to its needs in the material world, not to delight its owner. Obviously we are not the only creature to experience pleasure in the world through its effect on our bodies, but it is a safe bet that we have taken the idea and run with it to new extremes previously unexplored by our busy cousins. Good for us. Who could not be delighted with a world that offers its sensual self to our hands and feet and mouths?

Naturally any marvel as important and ubiquitous as our skin is well represented in symbolism. In Shamanism and other magical thinking, wearing the skin of an animal bestows upon the bearer the creature’s unique traits and instinctive wisdom. Because snakes shed their skins as they grow, many primitive cultures incorporated real and symbolic skin into rituals accompanying initiations and other milestones in life. Any emblem of rebirth becomes a symbol of eternal renewal, and therefore skin is associated with resurrection and immortality. Some peoples have worn different-colored animal skins to represent two sides of human nature, or even the notion of manifestation versus the disembodied. These primitive associations fade slowly – if ever. In the first years of the twenty-first century, there is in the United States a renewed fashion in (usually fake) animal prints – the camouflaging pattern of jaguar spots on a designer purse, rugs adorned with the pleasing stripes of that graphic designer’s invention, the zebra.

Because of the skin’s ubiquity, its two square yards suffer the slings and arrows of fortune more than does any other part of the body. It survives our clumsiness, struggles with gravity, and deliberate violence. Abraded, bruised, even cut, it struggles to hold the insides in and the covering together. The very sensitivity that affords us so much pleasure results from a complex network of nerve endings and specialized cells that also provide the body’s alarm system. Unquestionably the bad news in life is pain. The great sad irony, from our point of view, is that the body’s repair mechanisms are not able to remedy every problem about which the alarms inform it. Whenever a predator’s claw or a soldier’s bullet or a blackberry’s thorn pierces your disappointingly vulnerable armor, the body rushes medical personnel to your aid. Up to a point, if the damage is not too severe, these microscopic medics are able to knit back together the torn tissues. And the pain fades, only to be replaced by a new alarm going off elsewhere on the body.

At first glance the apparent defenselessness of our outer covering seems like a design flaw. Why aren’t we armored to protect ourselves and reduce the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to down toward, say, a more manageable two hundred? Because the skin has many jobs to perform besides that of sheltering wall. Water, air, and nutrients – and poisons, viruses, and parasites – reach us through holes in the skin. The skin is riddled with doors for egress or ingress, and they vary enormously. The gaping mouth is large and demands constant attention, working overtime as fuel processor, poison tester, and microphone. The shutterlike anus is hidden away at the antipodes and serves mostly for export rather than import – barring a few intimate exceptions. Both are holes in the skin. The ear? A hole with a satellite dish built around it. Twin nostrils drink the essential air, greedily sucking in the atoms in profligate suspension around us. And of course these large visible holes in the skin are greatly outnumbered by the holes we can’t see, such as pores.

Let us look at one substance that enters the body through the skin and one that leaves it via the same route. In the James Bond movie Goldfinger, one of the diverse tasks that the metal-hatted henchman Oddjob performs for Auric Goldfinger is the murder of a treacherous colleague by painting her entire body with gold paint. She suffocates. For decades the idea that a human being could die this way was dismissed as fantasy, although amphibians breathe through their skin. But recent studies indicate that the skin gets more of its oxygen from the air than scientists formerly thought. German dermatologist Markus Stücker and colleagues reported in 2002 that airborne oxygen penetrates almost ten times

deeper than formerly estimated, ranging from a quarter to almost a half millimeter below the surface. This means that oxygen from the air rather than from the blood nourishes the entire epidermis and some of the underlying dermis, which is thickly populated with hair follicles and perspiration glands. In every age group, however, prohibiting oxygen intake by the skin had little effect on internal organs, so murder by the Goldfinger method is still unfeasible.

Down in the dermis alongside the hair roots, the sweat glands busily perform the essential function of perspiration. Some researchers speculate that the human body may have evolved its current hairless state in response to the evolution of sweat glands. Experimental pathologist Marc Lappé says in his book about skin, The Body’s Edge, ‘Having a high density of sweat glands at the skin’s surface provides a highly efficient mechanism for permitting the rapid cooling of the body’s core through evaporative water loss – as long as this evaporation can proceed unimpeded by a hair coat.’ Lappé points out that tropical populations possess more densely packed sweat glands than do their temperate or wintry kin.

Even sweat, of course, has its cultural history. In general, Americans prefer to see it only on the beach and apply a great many concoctions to banish not only the scent but even the sight of it. In his early volume Mythologies, the first volley in his semiotics of everyday life, Roland Barthes analyzed two aspects of Joseph Mankiewicz’s 1953 film of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Barthes points out that it employs two main symbolic gestures of the body, a schematized Roman hairstyle and sweaty faces on everyone except the intended victim. He even works in a feeble swipe against the English: ‘To sweat is to think – which evidently rests on the postulate, appropriate to a nation of businessmen, that thought is a violent, cataclysmic operation, of which sweat is only the most benign symptom.’

Later Barthes writes, ‘In the whole film, there is but one man who does not sweat and who remains smooth-faced, unperturbed and water-tight: Caesar.’ Watertight: Now, there is something that we do not want to be. We are porous, not impermeable. Like the body of the earth itself, we are composed largely of water, and we must keep our allotment separate from the rest until we die and our spinning atoms rejoin the world’s. This image brings us back to the mythological figure whose sad fate opened this glance at skin. Some stories claim that eventually the gods, always interfering much too late, transformed Marsyas into a river, and Ovid says that the tears of Marsyas’s mourners created the river. Whatever its source, nowadays the river Marsyas empties into the original Meander in Phrygia. Swimmers still immerse their bodies in the water – bodies contained and defended by the skin that Marsyas lost in his battle with the gods.


PART ONE
HEADQUARTERS

CHAPTER 1
THE NOT-QUITE-NAKED APE

Men are beastly! They are silly, vain, arrogant, and have hair all over their bodies.

— Countess Charlotte, in Ingmar Bergman’s Smiles of a Summer Night

The Hair of the Prophet

Even God understands the importance of a spiffy hairdo. At least his vicar in Hollywood did. In his 1956 remake of his own earlier film, The Ten Commandments, Cecil B. DeMille, while surpassing even the shameless vulgarity of Samson and Delilah, returned to the hairy symbolism of that film. When Charlton Heston’s Moses goes up on the forbidden mountain to speak with God, he wears a short brown beard and a cloak that hides his hair. Afterward, when the prophet returns to his people laden with commandments, he has aged. The beard is longer and has two prominent gray swaths. The headgear has vanished, revealing a dramatic coiffure – long gray-white hair drawn back from his forehead and face and covering his ears. The blow-dried look is reminiscent of Michelangelo’s God on the Sistine ceiling, or of the lord of the gods in Ingres’s regal Jupiter and Thetis. Walking back down the mountainside, Moses now looks like a patriarch, as if he has been visiting an image consultant rather than conferring with a talkative shrub. When he returns to his tent, his faithful wife, Sephora, played by Yvonne De Carlo, expresses the sentiments of the viewer by greeting her husband with ‘Moses – your hair –’

The Mark of the Beast

With his depiction of Moses, Cecil B. DeMille demonstrated how powerfully symbolic hair can be. Our cultural response to this highly visible and easily varied part of the human body has ranged from the most primitive kind of magical thinking to forthright signifiers of caste and allegiance. The human brain is always eager to assign symbolic meaning. It perceives our animal attributes and promotes them to metaphor. Long ago it accomplished this conceptual upgrade for the lingering evidence of our mammalian ancestry.

‘There are one hundred and ninety-three living species of monkeys and apes,’ wrote the English biologist Desmond Morris in his 1967 book The Naked Ape. ‘One hundred and ninety-two of them are covered with hair. The exception is a naked ape self-named Homo sapiens.’ In reality the species that dubbed itself wise is not quite naked. Most of us have hair on every area of our bodies except our lips, our nipples, the palms of our hands and soles of our feet, and certain parts of the external genitalia. Much of it, however, is either fine or sparse or both. Compared with our furry cousins, we certainly look naked.

In their microscopic analysis of our every trait, evolutionary biologists have not ignored hair. A glance at any fellow mammal raises questions. For example, nowadays elephants are almost hairless. This is not a problem for them – nor, presumably, an embarrassment – because they live in the tropics. Like human beings, they experience no discomfort running around stark naked in such an environment. Some of their ancestors, however, were famously woolly and lived as far north as the Arctic. In 1871, in The Descent of Man, Darwin remarked that even Indian elephants native to cool altitudes have more hair than do their lowland Indian breathren. ‘May we then infer,’ he asked, ‘that man became divested of hair from having aboriginally inhabited some tropic land?’ As usual, Darwin immediately examined an objection to his own speculations. None of our fellow simians, most of which are fully as tropical as we, have lost their hair. Only humans emerge, as Desmond Morris would say, naked. One conjecture, mentioned in the Introduction, is that we may have lost much of our hair in response to the evolution of sweat glands. Our relative hairlessness struck Darwin’s colleague, Alfred Russel Wallace, as an objection to the theory of natural selection. He insisted that, even if our tropical ancestors gradually became less hairy, still they ought to have reevolved a fur coat during the hominid diaspora to less temperate climes. For this reason, he concluded, ‘man’s naked skin could not have been produced by natural selection.’ Wallace was always looking for some aspect of human evolution that might testify to a little divine nudging; finally he settled upon the brain’s complexity.

Darwin pointed out that in human beings the old mammalian body covering remains most dense ‘at the junction of all four limbs with the trunk,’ and, at least in the male, on the chest and face. Before our ancestors evolved bipedalism and stood erect, all of those areas would have been sheltered from the sun. But another objection immediately came to mind: ‘The crown of the head, however, offers a curious exception, for at all times it must have been one of the most exposed parts, yet it is thickly clothed with hair.’

Not only are we not hairless as adults, we were not even naked in the womb. Roughly four months after conception, the human fetus grows a mustache. Fine hair forms on the upper lip and eyebrows. Gradually, over the next few weeks, it covers the entire body, and by the end of the fifth month the unborn fetus is completely hairy. It will remain so for many weeks. Biologists call this coat of hair the lanugo, from a Latin word for down or wooliness. Usually, but not always, our lanuginose phase ends before birth. During the last few weeks of pregnancy, the baby swallows the shed lanugo. The tiny hairs join mucus and bile and other substances to form the meconium, the baby’s first bowel movement after birth.

Occasionally, like most other aspects of the human body, our genetic orders about hair provide the wrong instructions. This happens even with the lanugo. There is a rare genetic disorder called variously congenital hypertrichosis lanuginosa or hypertrichosis universalis congenita, which has been recorded in only about forty families, in places as far apart as Southeast Asia and Central America. Certain chromosomes malfunction, and individuals are born still covered with a longer version of the lanugo. One of the earliest recorded cases occurred in the Canary Islands in the mid-sixteenth century, when an infant named Petrus Gonsales (or Gonsalvus) was born with his entire body covered in long, soft hair. Rosamund Purcell describes the situation in her book Special Cases: Natural Anomalies and Historical Monsters: Gonsales ‘was placed with a kind of muted awe into the upper echelon of Renaissance society… an object of social fascination, a cultivated man who was somehow not a man.’ He married a pretty Dutchwoman. Unfortunately their furry children resembled the father more than the mother. Various artists portrayed the werewolfishly hirsute Gonsales and his normal-looking wife, sometimes alongside their hairy-faced daughters. In these works the family is arrayed in court finery, their human eyes peering calmly from monster-movie faces. Even a glance at these portraits suggests that they inspired Jean Marais’s elaborate Beast makeup in Cocteau’s 1946 film La Belle et la Bête. Apparently it was a variation on hypertrichosis that afflicted Julia Pastrana, a member of the so-called Root-Digger Indians of western Mexico. Anticipating the Elephant Man, she became a celebrated plaything of American and European society in the mid-1800s. In the case of Pastrana, neither serious medical commentators nor sideshow promoters could resist expressing the titillating frisson of horror they felt at the sight of a human being – especially a woman – entirely covered in hair.

Hairiness has always been a bestial symbol of nature gone wild. Ambroise Paré, a sixteenth-century physician, recorded in his book On Monsters and Marvels a child who was born ‘furry as a bear’ because her mother was gazing upon a picture of a hairy man at the moment of conception. In the ancient Babylonian epic Sha Naqba Imuru (He Who Saw the Deep), the warrior king Gilgamesh terrorizes the people of Uruk. In time the goddess Aruru hears the citizens’ prayers for rescue. From a pinch of clay she makes Enkidu, a rival whose job it will be to make Gilgamesh pick on someone his own size, thus distracting him from tormenting the ordinary mortals. Naturally the two brainless lugs become pals. The wild nature of Enkidu, who is raised by animals, is visible; he is ‘coated in hair like the god of the animals.’

From the semiotics of rock music to the enduring popularity of the fable about Beauty and the Beast, the symbolic relationship between hair and our impure nature persists to this day. One of the items found in the luggage of Mohammed Atta, a leader of the Al Qaeda terrorists who crashed two planes into the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001, was a four-page document with instructions for the last evening before the attack. Alongside an admonition to make an oath to die was a reminder to ‘shave excess hair from the body.’ Bestial impurities, we imagine, can be shed along with bestial signifiers.

Our blatant kinship with other animals makes us nervous. Declaring ourselves half angel, we fear that we are also half beast. It does not help that, like wolves and mice and camels, we are inescapably hairy. Mammals have different kinds of hair on different parts of the body, and we are no exception. Most of us were born without hair except on the scalp, eyebrows, and eyelashes. This differs from body hair. The fine downy hair that infants develop soon after birth is called vellus. At puberty and afterward, the body replaces vellus with the pigmented, coarser body hair called terminal hair. Puberty has little effect on the hair of the scalp, lashes, and brows, but those areas, as we all know, tend to show age dramatically later in life. (Because this book is a tour of the body by region rather than by theme, we will address the unique aspects of pubic hair in Chapter 11.)

The November 1941 issue of Life magazine applauded the striking hairstyle of a young actress named Veronica Lake. In his enthusiasm the author of the article went into microscopic detail: ‘Miss Lake has some 150,000 hairs on her head, each measuring about .0024 inches in cross-section.’ He then measured the various parts of Lake’s now legendary peekaboo hairstyle and added the memorable detail that ‘her hair catches fire fairly often when she is smoking.’ The allure of Veronica Lake’s hair was not in its quantity or diameter; the quoted number of hairs and their width are perfectly normal. Although figures vary slightly between brunettes, redheads, and blondes, each of us carries around an average of 5 million hairs, with roughly 100,000 to 150,000 of them located on the head. Yet hair frequently plays a role in such hyperbole. In The Second Sex, while denouncing the artificiality and idealization in standard notions of femininity, Simone de Beauvoir observes slyly of Rémy de Gourmont, the versatile French man of letters and Symbolist missionary, that he ‘wanted woman to wear her hair down, rippling free as brooks and prairie grasses; but it would be on Veronica Lake’s hair-do and not on an unkempt mop really left to nature that one could caress the undulations of water and grain fields.’

To understand the virtues of hair, it is useful to contrast mammals with other animals. The body heat of reptiles and amphibians, for example, is not regulated by internal thermostats. Therefore they raise or lower their own temperature by the simple expedient of seeking or fleeing warmth, sometimes merely by moving into or out of direct sunlight. When this method is not an option, they turn to dormancy. Swaddled in protective coverings, mammals are not slaves to climate and season – at least not quite so much as other animals are. (Hair is such a warm and cushiony wrap that long ago we learnedto steal it from our fellow mammals.) Extremes of temperature tolerance – in other words, the range of external temperatures that the body’s internal thermostat can combat – vary widely with different species of mammal. Not that these generalizations are inflexible rules; some primitive mammals also have body temperatures that fluctuate. Depending upon its environment, an echidna’s body temperature can vary from 72 to 97 degrees Fahrenheit.

Not all mammals are completely covered with hair when fully grown. Adult whales have only a few bristles near the mouth or even lack hair entirely. As long as it remains dry, hair traps air, but in water it would be worse than useless. Therefore most aquatic mammals gradually evolved to their current hairless state and replaced the external wrap with a subcutaneous layer of insulating fat. But even aquatic mammals possess hair as embryos. Surprisingly, it was not hairiness that the Swedish systematist Linnaeus chose as the defining characteristic of the order to which he himself belonged; mammals are so named because of their milk-producing glands.

Like fingernails and skin itself – and, for that matter, like feathers and horn – hair consists largely of the protein keratin. This strong material is the primary ingredient in the horn of the rhinoceros – the reputed aphrodisiacal properties of which, possibly because of the presence of luteotrophic hormone, have endangered the creature. In fact, the word keratin comes from the Greek keras, ‘horn.’ It is a complex substance that resists the enzymes that usually dissolve proteins, a trait that also explains the clogged drains that afflict sinks and bathtubs: keratin is insoluble in water. This resilience explains why exhumed human bodies often have no internal organs left, while the hair and much of the skin remain. Many people believe that hair continues to grow after death, but actually rigor mortis contracts the erector pili, the diminutive muscles that make hair stand on end – a holdover from ancestors in which such a sign indicated fear or anger – and the hair becomes more prominent. This reaction unites with the shrinking of decaying flesh to give the appearance of still-growing hair.

Hair grows from a mass of epidermal cells that lie, as if at the bottom of a well, in the cylindrical depression of the follicle. The follicle extends from the surface down into the dermis and sometimes even into subcutaneous layers. In the dermis, at the base of the follicle, connective tissues transmit blood to nourish the hair’s growth. As the cells divide at the bottom of the follicle, they are channeled upward, acquiring pigment and becoming keratinized along the way. Downy hairs may last only a few months. Each follicle of terminal hair continues to produce for at least a couple of years and sometimes as long as six, but only the growing cells at the base remain alive. The rest of the cells are as inert as the outer edge of fingernails. When the breathless Life reporter stared at Veronica Lake’s hair, he was looking, as we are looking every time we glance in a mirror, at a mass of long-dead protein.

For a dead substance, hair is very much alive in religion, the arts, and everyday life. It is important across a spectrum of religious symbolism. Long, unbound hair represents penitence in some Christian iconography. During the christening ceremony, Greek Orthodox priests bestow upon a baby the sign of the cross by cutting its hair in three places. Many Hindu deities wear a sikha, a braided topknot. Representations of Brahma always include his towering braids. Although ornately coiffed on the feminine side, the hermaphroditic Ardhanarisvara wears the piled braids of an ascetic on the masculine side. Even Ganesha, the elephant-headed minority leader of the Hindu pantheon, wears the braids atop his vast noggin.

One of the sillier records of military herdthink – although described within the fold as a noble expression of esprit de corps – is a photograph of at least a couple of dozen U.S. paratroopers in France in 1945. Looking like extras in The Last of the Mohicans, all wear Mohawk haircuts. When Fidel Castro was leading a guerrilla war against the Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista in the late 1950s, his followers vowed to neither cut their hair nor shave until they had achieved their goal. By contrast, in the West African nation of Mali, the elaborate coiffures of traditional Songhai women exhibit a sense of history. They recall the heritage of the fabled Songhai Empire, which flourished in the Niger Valley of the Sudan until the Moors destroyed it in the late sixteenth century. On special occasions married Songhai women wear on their foreheads the zoumbo, a circular disc of hair and wool that dates back to the days of the empire. Wodaabe women wear a similar large topknot bunched over the forehead and shave their hairlines to make their faces seem longer. Muslim Fulanis denounce this ornamentation because it inhibits women from praying in the prescribed Islamic manner – by prostrating oneself and touching the forehead to the earth.

Modifications of the hairline are common. The American actress Rita Hayworth underwent electrolysis to raise her hairline. She suffered through numerous painful treatments at the insistence of her husband, who argued that her natural hairline revealed too little of her forehead and diminished the visual impact of her eyes. Photographs of Hayworth before the procedure reveal a beautiful young woman in no way disfigured by not conforming to a trendy ideal. Because men’s hairlines naturally recede over the years, shaving them is a routine method of making an actor look aged. When he died in an automobile accident in 1955, James Dean looked decades older than he really was because his hairline had been shaved to age him for the final scenes of Giant. (Among the more gruesome celebrity mementos on record – although not quite rivaling Napoleon’s penis – are locks of James Dean’s bloodstained hair, cut that evening after the accident.)

Obviously human hair is more than a covering. Our busy little brains are not about to permit it to remain mere fur. Hair is symbolic of many things, and symbolic for many reasons. It is also a great source of visual, tactile, and olfactory pleasure for both its owner and observers. Besides symbolism growing out of the biology of hair, geographical differences in Homo sapiens – the minor variations, originally local and the result of isolated evolution – have evolved several distinct kinds of human hair: the straighter, darker hair adorning those of Asian or Polynesian descent; the many versions of blonde, brunette, and redhead among Caucasian groups; and the usually dark, more tightly curled hair resulting from African ancestry. Each culture has responded to its own hair and to those whose hair differs.

Often, too, scent is omitted when hair is discussed. Why? Is it too intimate a topic? Surely most of us have hugged a child and smelled tousled hair and been flooded with tenderness. Most people have leaned into a lover’s hair and inhaled the very breath of intimacy. The American writer Sandra Cisneros nostalgically expresses how much that hair can represent and convey – how much more it is than mere strands of dead protein – in two sentences from the linked stories in her collection The House on Mango Street.

But my mother’s hair, my mother’s hair, like little rosettes, like little candy circles all curly and pretty because she pinned it in little pincurls all day, sweet to put your nose into when she is holding you, holding you and you feel safe, is the warm smell of bread before you bake it, is the smell when she makes a little room for you on her side of the bed still warm with her skin, and you sleep near her, the rain outside falling and Papa snoring. The snoring, the rain, and Mama’s hair that smells like bread.

Burn It or Bury It

Hair derives its existence from within the body; it grows with an apparent life of its own; it can be separated from the body; and it is relatively difficult to destroy. Thanks to these aspects of its natural history, hair came to be considered inextricably linked with the life force itself. These attributes in turn led to a role in magic. Hair was not only important as it grew but was deemed valuable even after being cut. Discarded, it might be used by a bird to make a nest, an action that somehow acquired the reputation of resulting in headaches or even death for the hair’s owner. One underlying theme of the Samson story was the widespread belief that to allow your hair to fall into an enemy’s hands was to court disaster. Aleister Crowley, the influential twentieth-century proponent of witchcraft, secretly disposed of his own cut hair so that his foes couldn’t use it in spells against him. This is the kind of primitive magic practiced by people who venerate the supposed relics of saints or by anyone who hoards a lock of a lover’s hair.

Like other primates, we groom ourselves and each other. Inevitably the human imagination has run wild with this natural habit. One medieval belief apparently traces to the sparks of static electricity created when we comb our hair. Witches, and sometimes women in general, were thought to influence storms, to create lightning and even hail by combing their hair. Some ancient Romans, convinced that untimely haircuts inspired such atmospheric turmoil, waited until storms were actually in progress before flocking to the barber. Cutting hair at the wrong time of the moon, at a bad time of day, in March, on Sunday – all have been prohibited.

Witches could increase the power of a spell merely by shaking their hair during its incantation. Fortunately for the victim, however, the power of hair could work both ways. People who thought themselves bewitched could throw some of their own hair into a fire to afflict the witch with the pain of the flames. Another superstition claimed that the brighter the hair burned when thrown into a fire, the longer its owner would live. In India the Bhils once defused the magical powers of suspected witches by clipping a lock of their hair and burying it. The Tiwi, who live on Bathurst Island north of Australia, believe that the recently dead are lonely and desire to take their survivors to the grave with them. Knowing that they are in pukimani (spiritual danger), the survivors disguise themselves by painting their bodies and cutting off and burning their hair. A superstition in Germany led people to carry a bag of straight hair on the abdomen for three days to learn if they were the victims of spells. If the hair did not become tangled during this time, they considered themselves free of magical problems.

In his 1946 volume Witchcraft and Black Magic, Montague Summers describes the murder of Nelson Rehmeyer, in Pennsylvania in 1929. Locally considered a practitioner of black magic, Rehmeyer was thought to have placed a hex on the Hess family. Informed that the only efficient way to battle a hex is with a countercharm, several men set out to procure the requisite lock of Rehmeyer’s hair. Unfortunately he was reluctant to part with it, and in the ensuing struggle he was killed.

Other reasons for keeping hair clippings have arisen. ‘It is held by the lower orders,’ wrote an observer in Dublin in the 1860s, ‘… that human hair should never be burned, but should be buried, it being stated in explanation that at the resurrection the former owner of the hair will come to seek for it.’ James Frazer, the Scottish anthropologist, described in his huge compilation The Golden Bough the beliefs of old women in an Irish village ‘who, having ascertained from Scripture that the hairs of their heads were all numbered by the Almighty, expected to have to account for them at the day of judgement. In order to be able to do so they stuffed the severed hair away in the thatch of their cottages.’

Historians consider a fifth-century-B.C.E. Zoroastrian liturgy entitled the Vendidad the source of many surviving Eastern notions about the magical power of hair. In it, Ahura Mazda, the supreme creative deity of Zoroastrianism, instructs Zarathustra in the proper disposal of bodily artifacts. The god tells him to transport both nail parings and hair clippings at least ten paces away from the faithful, twenty from fire, thirty from water, and fifty from the bundles of holy twigs called baresma. ‘Then,’ he adds with Monty Python precision,

thou shalt dig a hole, ten fingers deep if the earth is hard, twelve fingers deep if it is soft; thou shalt take thy hair down there and thou shalt say aloud these fiend-smiting words: ‘Out of his pity Mazda made plants grow.’ Thereupon thou shalt draw three furrows with a knife of metal around the hole, or six, or nine, and thou shalt chant the Ahuna Vairya three times, or six, or nine.

The Ahuna Vairya was the most frequently uttered Zoroastrian prayer, roughly equivalent to the Lord’s Prayer in Christianity. Fingernail clippings required separate rituals. Both hair and nails, united with that other potent bodily product, blood, were used by the ancient Egyptians in a potion that supposedly rendered a victim powerless to resist the magician’s influence. And, in one poignant ritual, Egyptian widows buried a lock of their hair with their husband’s body, presumably as a vow of continuing devotion in the afterlife.

Samson’s Hair

I confess there are in Scripture Stories that do exceed the Fables of Poets, and to a captious Reader sound like Gargantua or Bevis. Search all the Legends of times past, and the fabulous conceits of these present, and ’twill be hard to find one that deserves to carry the Buckler unto Sampson… –

–Sir Thomas Browne

No story demonstrates the magical properties of hair better than the rough-hewn hero tale of Samson. Contrasting sharply with the rest of the solemn Book of Judges, the strongman’s exploits resemble those of the Sumerian hero Gilgamesh and the Greek myths of Hercules. All three are solar figures. A requisite attribute of sun-related gods was hair radiating outward from the head like rays. To cut a lock of a man’s hair was to steal from him his masculine vigor, as contained in the solar power of the hair rays. Samson’s story also exhibits the petulant, revisionist air of the Rambo movies – a hero designed to rewrite history and reclaim lost dignity.

First an angel appears before Manoah’s wife and declares, ‘Behold now, thou art barren, and bearest not: but thou shalt conceive, and bear a son.’ He then lists some prenatal guidelines. The future mother is to avoid unclean foods. Like mothers nowadays, she is advised to abstain from alcohol. And the angel points out that after the son’s birth, ‘no razor shall come on his head: for the child shall be a Nazirite unto God from the womb.’ We never learn the name of Samson’s mother.

The Nazirites were a sect apart. They took their name from the Hebrew word nazir, which meant ‘consecrated’ or ‘dedicated,’ and they vowed abstinence and separation as proof of their devotion
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