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Resistance, the embodied image and aesthetics 

The ‘art of living’ or the ‘aesthetics of life’. 

‘Life as an art project’, as a perfectible project moving towards self-refinement and 

self-design, is an old philosophical paradigm.  

Its traces are rooted deeply in the history of our culture and proliferate through 

various channels, and across multiple fields of discourse. In philosophy, Plato, 

Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, or Foucault, to name only a few, addressed it. In religion, it 

is at the heart of virtue theory and a way to reach a higher state of belief.  

‘Man’ as self-created, self-designed and self-determined, autonomous being is, on 

the other hand, the belief and image, the brainchild, of modern thinking.  

Give body to this thought and nurture it to postmodern sizes and shapes and you 

get the well-designed, purposeful, practically minded and controlled body-ideal of a 

neo-liberal postmodern society. Measured, calculated, functional, cost-effective, 

optimized, general.  

Maximize the same body and purpose. Inflate its frame, define the lines of its parts, 

increase its mass to new heights and you get the extravagance and obviousness of a 

singular, individual body, with no other function than the display of pure difference, 

as image and in image. Singular in its conspicuity, unsettling in its aesthetic, this 

monstrous, exceptional embodiment, is simultaneously, the becoming alive of a 

monumental inorganic mass, and the metamorphosis of an organic body into an 

inorganic monumental sculpture.  

The self-built body, the self-transformed, self-negating body of the bodybuilder 

exists as its trace. The trace of the schize in a body that becomes its own image and 

thus, dissociates itself from and in its body, in and as a body that can’t be seen.  

Like the brain is able to auto-affect itself, and it necessary remains blind to its own 

auto-affection and it can’t see itself seeing, so the built body, auto-affects itself 

through its own resistance. But is not able to watch itself doing this.    
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The built-body is a body that is de-formed and re-formed. It is a con-formed copy of 

its self. The body will always remain a trace in this trans-form-ation and within the 

progression towards an ‘advent’-body. The built-body bears its own trace that 

effaces, mutates and commutes into an image — image through and within which 

the body itself is conserved.  

The image remains a fiction; a fiction that plays an infinite game of trace-

permutations on, in and as a body.  

The body that is a trace, “this spacing and temporalization that destines presence to 

differ irreducible from itself, the play of non-coincidence with itself correspond to a 

form of “writing”, the movement of a “trace”, but not a form. — The trace does not 

derive from presence; it comes before presence, it is always ahead of what it traces 

[…].”1The body here is thus the supplement — supplement of its own body-image 

and, as a supplement, it only exists in and as a chain of substitutions en-acted on 

and in the body itself.   

The transformative aspect of any form, life and presence, the change in being when 

something comes into presence, exposes the schizoid tendency of being. The 

plasticity of form as a sculptural act and effect, is here doubled by its ontological 

meaning, that dislocates all unity, while revealing the schizoid consistency of every 

form and reality. It is this body that is only image, that problematizes 

presentation and representation in an image, as an image. It is this body that is 

only image, that problematizes presentation and representation in an image, as 

an image.  

 

If this body is only image, this image, is then, the (re)presentation of something, 

something that is absent in itself, but that is presented as this absence.  

                                                             
1 Catherine Malabou, Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing, trans. by Carolyn Shread, New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2010, p. 11 
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Being-image is being in the present (as Jean-Luc Nancy points out in The Ground of 

the Image), but the body of the bodybuilder is never present, it is always ‘yet to 

come’ or ‘already past’; an event. A moment recorded and conserved in a physical 

photograph. Therefore, this body that is only image is never here, but it is also never 

no-where. It is an imaginary object, “a non-objective modality of presence free of 

every reference and referent.” — “a non-objective modality of presence free of 

every reference and referent.” This body that is only image is, in the end, the 

ornamental motor of its own mutability.  

Bodybuilding practices are ornamental processes and structures that produce 

forms of knowledge. They work towards their own end and display. They unfold 

the ornamental as giving and receiving of forms.  

Bodybuilding practices are ornamental processes and structures that produce 

forms of knowledge. They work towards their own end and display. They unfold 

the ornamental as giving and receiving of forms.  

 

The ornamental here is to be understood as “the ‘becoming essential of accident’ 

and, at once, at the same time and in the same time, the ‘becoming accidental of 

essence’” and not as surface-embellishment.2 Not as surface-embellishment, but 

the ornamental as “becoming essential of accident” and, at the same time “the 

becoming accidental of essence”.   

The body, a yet unformed material is now to be shaped and it is built through a 

process that produces knowledges; through a chain of painful and recurring 

substitutions, through resistance and in the alliance of giving and receiving form.  

Flatness gets dis-rupted by cavities trough which light goes into shadow, and 

shadow into light; wholeness divides into its parts, and parts gather into wholeness; 

volume replaces planes, lines cut through the surface; soft outlines get tighten up 

                                                             
2 Jacques Derrida, A time for farewells: Heidegger (read by) Hegel (read by) Malabou, 
in: Catherine Malabou, The Future of Hegel. Plasticity, Temporality and Dialectic, 
trans. Lisabeth During, London: Routledge, 2005, p. xii 
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into sharp, precise striations outlining hard volumes. Arbitrary features become 

necessity, and, yet again, remain accidental. The same old ontological game, 

between accidents and necessities, is here, yet again at stake in a hidden form. 

 The body can be replaced with any other material.  

Material is a field where authority blocks independent experimentation less than in 

many other fields, and for this reason, it seems well fitted to become training 

ground for invention and speculation.  

Free experimentation here can result in the fulfillment of an inner urge to give form; 

it can result in art, or in the satisfaction of invention in some more technical way. 

Most important to one’s own growth, is to see oneself leave the safe ground of 

accepted conventions, and to find oneself, alone and self-dependent. It is an 

adventure which can permeate one’s whole being. Self-confidence can grow and 

find its potencies and orient itself towards its limits. The inherent laws of materials 

are of great importance; they introduce boundaries for a task of free imagination.3 

Freedom, real freedom, is at its best when it finds its limit.  

 

Reflection is a restraint on chance, a chance to which one adapts a convention. And, 

what is a play of chance, if not that addition which creates an expectation, and gives 

a different importance to the various faces of dice?  

It can happen, then, that the germ is no more than than a word. Things that exist, 

that have no particular use, but that want to be used; and meanwhile they drift. The 

germ may be no more than a fragment of a sentence, a resistant form, a material 

contact, a line, any thing that seeks and toils to create its own justification and so 

gives rise to a context, a subject, a character, an individual, a fragment, a world.  

                                                             
3 Text passage paraphrases from: Anni Albers, Selected Writings on Design, ed. 
Brenda Danilowitz, Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2000, p. 7 
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Una Joc: “I see everything and I see nothing. I have several levels of ideas, some of 

result, others of execution; and the idea of uncertainty dominates them all; and, 

there is the idea of my own expectation, ready to seize on the already realized.”4  

The bodybuilder’s body is its material, its field of invention. Though many react, 

maybe positively, but mainly negatively, to this self-invention, as something 

radically new, not many think of it as an act of re-discovery. Is it possible, for a 

moment, to leave out this idea of monstrous psychotic self-invention, and focus on 

the small, precise, steps with which this megalomaniac project of self-inventive 

muscular hyperthrophy works with?  

When working out the bodybuilder becomes its body. No, when working out the 

bodybuilder becomes the body-part that is being worked out. That is to say: legs, 

arms, head, ears, eyes, heart… everything becomes chest, or back, or biceps, or 

triceps, or glutes, or harmstrings...when each of one of these parts are being worked 

out. These are bodies. Each day another body embodied —actively, and passively.  

Inherent material laws are listened to, from the innermost interior tissues, carefully 

and repeatedly.  

Becoming material means becoming its material law, cause and character. In this 

process of auto-affection the material distances itself from itself, it dislocates. 

Through this, it regulates itself.  

If one becomes body, that is material, unshaped matter, these laws can crystallize 

into form, only after their complete explosion and dislocation into micro details. 

This is what the bodybuilder listens to. This is the precision of the non-language of 

the silent mass.   

Against the usual belief that a workout involves the dull performance of endless 

numbers of repeated movements with resistance from A to B, any committed 

worker, who truly respects the material and understands his/her work, would 

                                                             
4 From: Paul Valéry, The Art of Poetry, ed. Jackson Mathews, Bollingen series XLV 7, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, p. 174 
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explain, by giving extremely detailed descriptions, what works out best for his or her 

body(part) in that moment.  

How the material works in this singular specific situation, which is his or her body at 

this precise moment in time. And not even the body, but individual body-parts and 

fragments of body-parts (e.g. ‘biceps head’). Body workers, no matter how different 

their workouts are, they all agree on the fact, that there is not one fixed law inherent 

in the material.  

In the process of auto-affection, the body-material changes and its inherent laws 

change too. Change and resistance, how destruction happens and how form is 

received through work-out, rest and diet, is a constantly repeated and adjusted 

calculus. Equally, there is not one movement. Movement differs in itself from itself. 

Durations differ. The metabolic power of the body is an auto-poietic system that 

allows resistance-work to happen and to do what it does — and that is for the most 

part controllable, but not entirely. It is this excess, where the ornamental dwells and 

from where it starts enfolding. 

  

   

I have done nothing but portraits. Miming selves in and for themselves, inscribed, 

described, extracted, abstracted— nude, yet dressed subjects put forward, one after 

the other.  My vision doubts and hopes for response, it doubles. It turns one eye to 

itself and one to the other. And I am blind to the eyes of the image, and all my 

looking is an attempt to find a mirror. No mirrors without others; we don’t exist if 

we can’t be seen. And if I am anything in the picture, it is always in the form of the 

screen, the stain, the spot. And yet the particle continues to turn into a wave and a 

wave keeps becoming a particle. It does not go beyond, it cannot go beyond its 

natural limit. It queues in line, it floods, it fills; it spills and spits. 

The more dramatic the appearance, the more disturbing the disappearance. Of the 

figure — that is. The whole figure and nothing but the figure, since it is the figure as 

whole and not the eye in isolation that affects the look. 
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‘I5 have now been bodybuilding for ten years, seriously for almost five years. 

During the past few years, I have been trying to write about bodybuilding.            

Having failed time and time again, […], I made the following plan: I would attend the 

gym as usual. Immediately after each workout, I would describe all I had just 

experienced, thought and done. Such diary descriptions would provide the raw 

material. 

After each workout, I forgot to write. Repeatedly. I…some part of me…the part of 

the ‘I’ who bodybuilds…was rejecting language, any verbal description of the 

processes of bodybuilding.  

I shall begin describing, writing about bodybuilding in the only way I can: I shall 

begin by analysing this rejection of ordinary or verbal language.  

I am in the gym every three out of four days. What happens there? What does 

language in that place look like? 

According to the cliché, athletes are stupid. Meaning: they are inarticulate. The 

spoken language of bodybuilders makes this cliché real. The verbal language in the 

gym is minimal and almost senseless, reduced to numbers and a few nouns. “sets”, 

“squats”, “reps”, …The only verbs are “do” or “fail” adjectives or adverbs no longer 

exist; sentences if they are at all, are simple. 

This spoken language is kin to the “language games” Wittgenstein proposes in his 

The Brown Book.  

In the gym, verbal language or language whose purpose is meaning occurs, if at all, 

only at the edge of becoming lost. 

But when I am in the gym, my experience is that I am immersed in a complex and 

rich world. 

What actually happens when I bodybuild? 

                                                             
5 Kathy Acker (1947-1997), American writer 
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The crossing of the threshold from the world defined by verbal language into the 

gym in which the outside world is not allowed (and all of its languages) (in this 

sense, the gym is sacred) takes several minutes. What happens during these 

minutes is that I forget. Masses of swirling thought, verbalized insofar as I am 

conscious of them, disappear as mind or thought begins to focus. 6 

Before its optical meaning or that of ‘centre of activity or energy’, one of the first 

meanings of the word ‘to focus’ was ‘fire or fireplace’, used sometimes also in the 

sense of ‘home or family’; in mathematical terms, ‘focus’ meant also ‘point of 

convergence’.  

When I focus, I am immersed in my focus-action’. 

[…] 

   

  

 

 

 

                                                             
6 Kathy Acker, Against Ordinary Language: the Language of the Body, 
www.ubu.com, 11.09.2012  
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