HOW ART MADE THE WORLD
Episode One: “More Human Than Human”

Throughout history, artists have been obsessed by one subject above all: the human body.  But over tens of thousands of years and a breathtaking array of drawings, paintings and sculptures, why has the human form almost always been purposely distorted rather than depicted in a realistic way?  

In “More Human Than Human,” Dr. Nigel Spivey begins his investigation of this perplexing question by examining one of the world’s oldest statues, a 25,000-year-old limestone figurine known as the Venus of Willendorf.  Besides her age, this pocket-sized nude is most notable for her beautifully crafted but oddly misshapen figure: her breasts, stomach, thighs and hips are vastly exaggerated while her arms are almost non-existent – and her face isn’t shown at all.  Why did an obviously skilled artist choose to depict the female form in this way?  Even more mysteriously, why over the next 20,000 years did sculptors from other parts of the world, from the Russian steppes to southern Europe, similarly amplify these same key features?
For the answer, Spivey turns to Professor V.S. Ramachandran, a neuroscientist at the University of California at San Diego, whose intriguing research suggests that like other animals, humans respond strongly to exaggerated versions of that which is critical to their survival.  For nomadic hunter-gatherers living in a harsh ice age environment, attributes of fertility and fatness would have been highly desirable, so their subconscious brains compelled them to emphasize these features above others. 

But if biological instinct guided these early artists, Spivey contends that later societies were moved by different forces.  For instance, the ancient Egyptians, one of the first settled civilizations to depict humans, did not create statues of voluptuous women.  In fact, as we learn on a visit to the spectacular Temple of Karnac, the familiar image of the standing Egyptian – chest forward, face in profile – was so rigidly formalized it remained unchanged for 3,000 years.  It seems that for Egyptians, art was rooted in the same obsession with consistency and order on which their entire civilization had been founded.
The ancient Greeks, on the other hand, believed their gods possessed gorgeous muscular physiques, and expected their artists to create glorious human figures that were increasingly lifelike.  The first society to study the intricate details of human anatomy, the Greeks finally attained a stunning level of verisimilitude with a statue known today as the Kritian Boy, in about 480 B.C.  But surprisingly, within a generation, Greek artists began once again distorting the human form – this time to create even more beautiful and powerfully athletic figures of impossible proportions.  The reason?  According to Dr. Ramachandran, the desire to exaggerate human features is hardwired into the brain even if it was suppressed in some cultures.  
Perhaps that explains why, despite all the changes civilization has undergone over the past few thousand years, this desire is still clearly evident today.  In the world’s developed nations, billions of dollars are spent on makeup, clothing and cosmetic surgery to enhance those aspects of our bodies we see as important and downplay the rest.  And in the visual media of entertainment and advertising, the latest digital techniques are used to create images of bodies that adhere to our current – unrealistic – ideals of perfection.
