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&bstract
9he article e]amines the concept of the &bsent body in fine 
art, based on semiotic, phenomenological and imaginative 
theories� 9he &bsent body is defined as one that is not re-
presented directly, but is experienced through signs, traces 
or the context of personal experience. The works of artists 
are discussed, in which the body becomes an invisible but 
tangible presence. The role of the viewer in the creation of 
meanings and the Ƙfilling inƙ of the imaginary body thro-
ugh the mechanisms of interpretation and imagination  
is emphasized. In this way, the imaginary body emerges as 
adphenomenal case in the conte]t of [isual art� based on the 
hypotheses and concepts of artists� significant philosophers� 
and theorists.

peer-reviewed
article

The phenomenon of the Absent body in 
fine arts emerges as an interesting and 
multi-layered question in the field of art, 

connecting aesthetic perception, reflection of 
physicality and the imagination of the viewer. 
Although the body as a representational or visual 
object has existed in art since the earliest histo-
rical periods, this article examines precisely that 
form of the body that is not directly depicted, but 
is experienced through hints, signs, traces, appe-
arances of Absent body.

+ig� � Cueva de la Manos (Argentina) was created in 
several waves between 7,�00 BC and 700 AD. Ancient 
example of Absent body in Patagonian region. Cueva 
de las Manos Ɠ is named for the hundreds of hand 
paintings stenciled into multiple collages on the 
rock walls. Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
CuevaDdeDlasDManos��media�File�SantaCruz-Cueva-
Manos-P2210651b.jpg
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 This concept, closely related to the 
mechanisms of imagination, suggests 
reconsidering the boundaries of arti-
stic perception – what is seen but not 
depicted, what is experienced witho-
ut a direct image of the body. Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that “Our 
body is our perspective on the world, 
and the incomplete intentional and ho-
rizontal structure of perception is not 
a limitation to our access to the world 
and truth; it is the very possibility of 
this access.” [1]. Thus, the phenomenon 
of the Absent body allows the artist and 
the viewer to meet in a common space 
of imagination.

The aim of this article is to analyze 
the concept of the Absent body through 
examples of visual art, based on con-
temporary philosophical and aesthetic 
theories, highlighting the role of the 
viewer in the “filling” of the body and 
the experience of the work.

Methods
The appearance of the Absent body in 
Fine arts is studied using the case stu-
dy method, which aims to thoroughly 
analyze the phenomenon of the Ab-
sent body in the context of visual art, to 
explain the phenomenon under study 
using artistic research. The article does 
not cover a very wide field of the Ab-
sent body as an object of research and is 
mainly focused on the definition of the 
phenomenon, the results of artistic re-
search, interactions with other artistic 
cases, known examples in artistic field 
as well as in some theories and philoso-
phies of art.

Results
The Absent body, as a case of artistic 
expression in the visual arts, expands 
the boundaries of body perception and 
emphasizes the conceptual possibilities 
of the body. The artistic experiments 
carried out have highlighted the di-
versity of possibilities and recognition 
of transferred idea, the implemented 
artwork no(BODY) marks one of the ca-

ses of the Absent body, which uses the 
method of imprint, trace. No(BODY) 
works as a signifier as a communica-
tive terms, and the extracted signified 
maintains the “openness” of the work. 
By keeping the artwork “open”, it can 
be interpreted and rethought, otherwi-
se the work becomes an interpretation 
of the artist’s thought.

This artistic research is relevant due 
to the topic of body representation, ba-
sed on art history, and focused on the 
conceptual possessions of the imagina-
ry body. The research identifies cases of 
the imaginary body in visual art as an 
important phenomenon. It also defines 
its concept and theoretical and philo-
sophical meanings. As the research re-
veals, manifestations of the imaginary 
body have been found since prehistoric 
times, but the number of works with the 
imaginary body has increased signifi-
cantly with the rise of postmodernism 
and conceptual art.

The phenomenon of the imaginary 
body has not received enough attention 
and has not been extensively studied 
yet. The artistic research conducted 
proves that only an artist can do what 
theorists and philosophers talk about in 
the case of the imaginary body, i.e. cre-
ate the final version of the work in the 
viewer’s mind, convincing them that it 
is more real than what is seen in pictu-
res – when the body is depicted directly.

The research “The appearance of 
Absent Body in Fine arts” is limited to 
a rather narrow and niche case of body 
representation. The research used nota-
ble works and artistic experiments that 
could be associated with the methodo-
logy of the sign or imprint.

)iscussion
Human Body in Traditional Art
The human body is one of the oldest 
and most widely recurring motifs in 
the history of art. However, its repre-
sentations, functions, and symbolic 
meanings have shifted considerably de-
pending on the era, culture, and ideolo-
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+ig� � Tamara Pathak. No(BODY) 202�-2025. The print of the body was 
made on lytography stones to inscribe the meaning of connection of 
artist’s body and stone. Source: author’s own artwork..
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gical or aesthetic transformations. In 
many historical contexts, the body was 
not primarily a vehicle of emotional 
expression, but rather a bearer of ide-
as, spirituality, and symbolic order. For 
instance, in Ancient Egypt and Mesopo-
tamia, the human form was stylized ac-
cording to strict canons, serving religio-
us and political functions by expressing 
hierarchy, divinity, and cosmic order 
rather than individuality or naturalism 
[2, 3]. Similarly, in Early Christian and 
Byzantine art, corporeality was subordi-
nated to spiritual meaning: the body of 
Christ or the saints was often depicted 
frontally and hieratically, with symbo-
lic rather than naturalistic proportions, 
emphasizing transcendence and co-
nveying theological truths [4]. By con-
trast, Islamic art generally avoided fi-
gural representation of the human body 
altogether, privileging the abstract, the 
ornamental, and the calligraphic sign 
as vehicles of divine presence [5]. Thus, 
the body in traditional art often func-
tioned less as expression of individu-
ality or emotion, and more as a codified 
sign through which ideas, beliefs, and 
hierarchies were articulated.

From Antiquity’s idealized bodies to 
the Renaissance celebration of propor-
tion and harmony, and into the Baroque 
period, the role of the body shifted aga-
in. In the paintings of Peter Paul Ru-
bens, for example, the baroque concept 
of corporeality is expressed through fle-
shy, dynamic, and monumental figures, 
which are not merely eroticized nudes 
but carriers of mythological, religious, 
and political narratives. Yet it would be 
misleading to separate Rubens’s depic-
tions entirely from sensuality: in the Ba-
roque, eroticism and cultural narrative 

were intertwined, and the vitality of the 
body was itself part of the symbolic for-
ce [6]. In modernity, Édouard Manet’s 
Olympia (1863) radically destabilized 
the passive image of the female nude by 
presenting a confrontational gaze, whe-
reby the body became an active sub-
ject of social and artistic discourse [7].  
Gustave Courbet’s The Origin of the 
World (1866) pushes this further: whi-
le often interpreted as a symbol of birth 
and the source of life, the work cannot 
be detached from sexuality and erotic 
provocation. Its realism challenges the 
idealized beauty of tradition, yet the 
intimate depiction of female anatomy 
simultaneously invokes erotic desire—
hence its enduring controversy and 
ambiguous status between philosophi-
cal sign and sensual image [8].

In contemporary art, the body assu-
mes even more diverse forms: fragmen-
ted, transformed, sometimes disappe-
aring altogether to leave only traces or 

+ig� � �. ManetƖs ƘOlympiaƙ (1�6�). As highly controver-
sial and revolutionary oil painting mainly because of 
woman’s direct and challenging gaze at the viewer 
was seen as confrontational and disrespectful of 
traditional artistic conventions. Source: https://www.
britannica.com�topic�Olympia-painting-by-Manet
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signs. The “absence” of the body beco-
mes a conceptual form of expression 
tied not only to materiality, but also to 
memory, experience, and social context. 
As Herschdorfer observes, “the body is 

no longer only an image to be seen but 
an idea to be performed or evoked” [9]. 
This tendency is also visible in the cu-
rrent practices of Lithuanian artists: 
for instance, in Elena Antanavičiūtė’s 
exhibition In the Body, the corporeal 
form becomes both an object of rese-
arch and a subjective material of expe-
rience, while in Tamara Pathak’s work, 
the body often withdraws from direct 
representation, transforming into sys-
tems of signs and traces that articula-
te relationships with space, time, and 
emotion. In this way, the human body 
in art continues to function not only as 
a motif of representation, but as an acti-
ve medium for generating meaning.

&bsent body� definition 
and tMeoretical justification
The concept of the Absent body in con-
temporary art emerges as an interdi-
sciplinary phenomenon, connecting 
aesthetics, semiotics, phenomenology 
and the philosophy of imagination. The 
Absent body is not a body that is visi-
ble or physically recognizable, but one 
that “appears” through experience, si-
gns, personal interpretation. It exists as 
a possibility, as a potential activation of 
imagination. Expanding the definition 
of Absent body, the word “absent” can be 

+ig� � Elena AntanaviÍiċtÕ. “Dewlapƙ 2021. While 
depicting the body artist see interesting abstract 
forms, she portrays body parts what are not much 
exploited in the media. As a part of ElenaƖs approach 
to the body is detemined not only my her debate with 
beauty standarts, but also by individual aesthetic 
pursuits. Source: author’s own artwork..



No. 7  ———   2/202528

associated with “conceptual” or “ima-
gined body”. As Lisa Blackman writes, 
“Although the sense in sense-making 
might make us think of a more sentient 
body, it is generally linked to interpre-
tation, to judgment and ultimately to 
the work of thought. We are back with 
culture from the neck up, as a famous 
scholar once said, and the body or what 
it means to have and be a body seems 
to have disappeared again, or at least to 
merely be an absent presence.” [10]. All 
of these terms refer to that which exists 
in experience, but not in material form. 
This tension between presence and ab-
sence is the main principle of the ima-
gined body.

In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s pheno-
menological philosophy, the body is not 
only an object, but also a means of per-
ception: “We have a world only by ha-
ving a body: “the body is our anchorage 
in a world” [11]. The Absent body here 
becomes “I am” that interacts with the 
world not the words, but through senso-
ry experience, gaze, imagination. Lithu-
anian philosopher Kristupas Sabolius, 
speaking about the power of imagina-
tion, puts forward the idea that it is not 
only a means of representation, but also 
a creator of reality: “Imagination is not 
what creates illusions, it creates the pos-
sibilities of reality” [12]. Thus, the Absent 
body is not a fiction – it is the potential 
to exist, to be recognized, to be “filled” in 
the viewer’s imagination. Such Body can 
also be understood as a sign in a semiotic 
structure. According to F. de Saussu-
re, a sign always consists of a signifier 
(material expression) and a signifié (me-
aning). “The linguistic sign unites, not 
a thing and a name, but a concept and 
sound-image” [13]. The imaginary body 
is precisely that space between them 
– a sign without a clear form, but with 
a strong meaning. J. Derrida would add: 
“meaning is always deferred” (différan-
ce) – meaning is not fixed, it is constan-
tly postponed, spreading through the 
system of signs, never fully realized [14].

In this way, the absent body func-
tions as an open structure – it does not 

exist without a viewer, without a con-
text. Its boundaries are not drawn, it 
emerges through active viewing, tho-
ught, feeling. In Umberto Eco’s theory 
of the “open work”, this principle is 
emphasized as one of the essential cha-
racteristics of contemporary art: “Eve-
ry reception of a work of art is both an 
interpretation and a performance of 
it” [15]. Marina Abramović’s work “The 
Artist is Present” perfectly reflects the 
case when the body becomes a field of 
experience, although it is almost inac-
tive physically – the viewer “fills” the 
invisible body. Thus, the imaginary 
body is perceived more as a process 
than an object. It is a body that is born 
from vision, from a cultural code, from 
sensory memory. A body that isnt the-
re, yet it exist.

Cases of Absent body occur not only 
in the visual arts, it is a widely used 
practice in design and commercial ac-
tivities. The imaginary body provides 
an opportunity to present the desired 
image more expressively, without em-
phasizing human intervention in the 
image itself, but providing an under-
standing, a feeling of how it is related  
to the person, that the person is or was 
in that image. For example, in the field 
of fashion design, costumes are depic-
ted without the person itself. Or inte-
rior design examples with a human 
“footprint” – the images with a long 
exposure and a blurred silhouette of the 
human body. So if we observe it more 
broadly, we find plenty of examples of 
the Absent body in the field of design 
and advertising, which indicates how 
acceptable and understandable the me-
aning of Absent body is, how often it  
is used, but not clearly named as a phe-
nomenal way of expressing a concept.

Semiological and [iewing aspects� 
bbtMe body as adsign and adfield 
oK interpretation
The Absent body in visual art often 
functions as a sign – not a direct re-
presentation, but a meaningful struc-

Tamara Pathak | The Appearance of Absent Body in Fine Arts
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ture rooted in systems of language and 
culture. According to Ferdinand de 
Saussure, a sign is composed of a signi-
fier (a form of expression) and a signi-
fied (a concept) [16]. The imagined body 
performs this dual function – it is not 
a fixed form, but invites the process of 
meaning-making in the consciousness 
of the viewer. Yves Klein series of works 
“Anthropometries” is an example where 
absent body is a central paradox – the 
artworks are made by bodies, but in fi-

+ig� � KamilÕ JadeviÍiċtÕ. From the serie ƘFuture 
Fossilsƙ. KamilÕ JadeviÍiċtÕ talk about traces left by 
humans in the layers of the Earth and draw a parallel 
between the print and fossils. 
Source: author’s own artwork..

ART



No. 7  ———   2/202530

nal works there is only traces remains. 
The absence of body becomes a part of 
the experience. This aligns with Klein’s 
interest in impersonality – art not as 
personal expression, but as an imprint 
of being [17].

Roland Barthes, while developing 
the analysis of signs, claims that si-
gns can be decoded at various levels 
[18]. The imaginary body thus beco-
mes a part of the cultural text – it is 
not so much represented as constantly 
re-formed in interpretations. Charles 
Ogden and Ivor Richards proposed the 
“meaningful triangle” and explained 
that meaning is born from the rela-
tionship between sign, thought and re-
ferent [19]. The Absent body often does 
not have a clear material referent – its 
“presence” is created at the junction 

of thought and cultural context. This 
is especially evident in contemporary 
art practice, where the body perceived 
as an incomplete field of signs. Jacqu-
es Lacan’s theory of the “mirror stage” 
propose the identification that occu-
rs through visual recognition, which 
forms the concept of the “I”. The Ab-
sent body in this paradigm becomes 
the “other” that encourages the viewer 
to reflect on themselves and create me-
anings through projection [20]. 

The body is not only observed – it 
transcends its physical contour and be-
comes a tool for the formation of psycho-
logical identity. Based on the previously 
mentioned Umberto Eco’s theory of the 
“open work”, the Absent body acquires 
with another dimension. U. Eco writes 
that every work of art allows for “infinite 

+ig� � Tamara Pathak. No(BODY) 202�-2025. A video installation al-
lows viewers to identify with the projected image, questioning the 
interaction of connection with themselves, the environment and 
the work. An individual narrative is created based on the viewer’s 
imagination and experience. The lithographic stones become wit-
nesses and mediators of the body’s interaction with the cold stone, 
reƼecting the Vuestions and hesitations that lie within. Source� 
author’s own artwork.
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interpretations”, because the generation 
of meanings is the responsibility of the 
viewer [21]. The Absent body in this case 
is not presented as a final image, but as 
an open space of meaningful possibi-
lities, belonging to the viewer’s imagi-
nation and cultural experience. In this 
way, the combination of semiotic and 
psychoanalytic theory allows us to un-
derstand the Absent body as a dynamic, 
interpretive phenomenon that operates 
not through representation, but through 
an active mechanism of vision, personal 
experience and imagination.

The artwork no(BODY) arises from 
the creative searches and the artist’s 
intuition regarding the possibilities of 
conceptual body expression, which is 
confirmed by art theory and philoso-
phical ideas. The case of a body print 
is used, when the trace of the body per-
forms the meaning of a sign and/or si-
gnifier. A conscious distance is mainta-
ined from the creator’s body, in order to 
support the viewer’s ability to identify 
with the work through a personal prism. 
Meanwhile, graphic artist Kamilė Jade-
vičiūtė has been researching the geolo-
gical origin of limestone and nature’s 
imprints – fossils – and has shared her 
results and observations on the subject. 
She claims that as the lithographic ink 
dries, it forms a pattern in which the 
water leaves its drying trace, like a time 
diagram. Repeated pressing, grinding, 
drawing, pressing and grinding again 
on the same stone layers are separating 
the experienced time. 

The act of touching sedimentary rock 
evokes thoughts about the long scales of 
geological time, which encourages us to 
reconsider our place in it [22]. Both the 
imprints of nature and the imprint of 
the no(BODY) work inextricably speak of 
time and meaning. The Absent body is, 
in part, determined by time – especially 
in the case of an imprint/trace. Therefo-
re, we can say that the body that was here 
(past time) becomes imaginary.

The lithography stones in no(BO-
DY) perform the function of contact in 
both a direct (physiological) and a me-

taphorical (communication or under-
standing) sense. The stone accepts the 
body itself and preserves information 
(time, pattern, movement, feeling, etc.). 
In classical lithography, drawings made 
on stone are printed on paper, but when 
it comes to the imaginary body and the 
relationship between the stone and the 
body, their important contact becomes 
evident. Not the contact of contact, 
which would have been the case if the 
image had been transferred to paper, 
but of a living body and a relatively li-
ving stone. Paint is used to create a si-
gnifier that acts as a leap of thought.  
No less important is the temperatu-
re difference between these elements, 
which, in essence, acts as a physical 
plus and minus relationship, evoking 
an important question: will the body 
warm the stone, or will the stone cool 
down the body?

 
Conclusion
The Absent body in contemporary art 
emerges as a specific form of expression 
of physicality, which does not exist thro-
ugh image, but is born through expe-
rience, interpretation and imagination. 
The concept of this body is not related to 
physical presence, but to aesthetic, cul-
tural and semiotic potential. It becomes 
a sign that invites the viewer to an active 
process of creating meanings. 

While analyzing a work through the 
prism of the Absent body, the position 
of the viewer also changes – he is no 
longer just an observer, but becomes 
a creator. The body acquires meanin-
gs not through its representation, but 
through its absence, emptiness, signs, 
impressions. Such an understanding of 
the body is based on the poststructura-
list theory of language and signs and the 
phenomenology of imagination, which 
reveals the importance of the body as 
a subjective experience. The article exa-
mines how contemporary art uses the 
strategies of the imaginary body, which 
allow expanding the concept of the 
body beyond the boundaries of visuali-
ty. This tendency shows that contem-
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porary art based less on representation, 
but more on practice of experience, 
where the viewer’s consciousness and 
sensations become part of the work.

Tamara PatMak 

+ig� � Tamara Pathak. From photography serie ƘBody-
scapeƙ 2024. Fragmented photographs of the artistƖs 
body gives an impression of scape. Not a landscape, 
not a city scape, but bodyscape. AuthorƖs own artwork

Tamara Pathak | The Appearance of Absent Body in Fine Arts

7eKerences
1. Merleau Ponty, M. (2012). Phenomenology of perception. 

London and New York: Routledge, p. 36.
2. Robins, G. (1994). The Art of Ancient Egypt. 

Harvard University Press.
3. Winter, I. (2000). On Art in the Ancient Near East. Brill.
4. Cormack, R. (2000). Byzantine Art. Oxford University Press.
5. Grabar, O. (1987). The Formation of Islamic 

Art. Yale University Press.
6. Held, J. S. (1980). Rubens and the Book  

of Nature. Princeton University Press.
7. Clark, T. J. (1999). The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the 

Art of Manet and His Followers. Princeton University Press.
8. Nochlin, L. (1991). The Politics of Vision: Essays on 

Nineteenth-Century Art and Society. Harper & Row.
9. Herschdorfer, N. (2019). Body: The Photography 

Book. New York: Thames and Hudson.



33

10. Blackman, L. (2008). The Body: The Key 
Concepts. Oxford: Berg Publishers, p. 11. 

11. Merleau Ponty, M. (2012). Phenomenology  
of perception. London and New York: Routledge, p. 12.

12. Sabolius, K. (2013). Įsivaizduojamybė. Vilnius: 
Lithuanian cultural research institute, p. 22.

13. Saussure, F. (1983). Course in General Linguistics  
(R. Harris, Trans.). London: Duckworth, p. 66.

14. Philosophy Institute Research Methodology (2023). 
Understanding Derrida’s Différance. https://philosophy.
institute/research-methodology/understanding-
derrida-differance/ [access 03.08.2025].

15. Eco, U. (1989).The Open Work. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, p. 37.

16. Saussure, F. (1983). Course in General Linguistics 
(R. Harris, Trans.). London: Duckworth, p. 66.

17. Aventurier C. (Director). (2020). Yves Klein – 
Arman | Pioneers of Avant-Garde Art.

18. Barthes, R. (1977). Image, Music, Text (S. Heath, 
Trans.). London: Fontana Press, p. 32-51.

19. Ogden, C. K., Richards, I. A. (1923). The Meaning 
of Meaning. New York: Harcourt, Brace, p. 11.

20. Lacan, J. (2006). Écrits: The First Complete 
Edition in English (B. Fink, Trans.). New York, 
London: W. W. Norton; Company, p. 75.

21. Eco, U. (1989).The Open Work. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, p. 4.

22. Vilnius Academy of Arts (2025). Kamile Jadeviciute | 
Ateities fosilijos. https://www.vda.lt/lt/studiju_programos/
magistranturos-studiju-programos/grafika-1/naujienos/
kamile-jadeviciute-ateities-fosilijos [access 14.09.2025].

ART


