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Messing with Vitruvian Man 
 
 
As I began reading Sallie McFague’s The Body of God the image of Leonardo da Vinci’s 

Vitruvian Man captured my imagination.  It was amazing to me how quickly I could 

accurately visualize da Vinci’s drawing when I read McFague’s reference, “The classic 

organic model is expressed in the phrase ‘the church as the body of Christ’ and pictured 

in Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing of a male figure with arms and legs outstretched to the 

four corners of the cosmos.”1  By the time I finished reading the section, “The Classic 

Organic Model,”2 my mind was swirling with different interpretations of his image. 

 

                                                   
1 Sallie McFague, The Body of God – An Ecological Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 30.  
2 Ibid, 30-38. 
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At first I wanted to see myself in the image.  I was angry that the male figure became the 

single, unifying symbol representing all of humanity.  Why shouldn’t a child or woman 

represent the race?  If McFague’s criticism of Vitruvian Man was true, that it “functioned 

in a way very similar to the political model of God as King of his realm, a realm limited 

to human beings” and that it celebrated “sameness, not difference”3 then I needed to see 

a queen included in the symbol.  I wanted to create a new image that symbolized, for me, 

the complete human ideal. 

 

My endeavor began by photographing myself and creating the two superimposed 

positions with my arms and legs apart simultaneously inscribed in da Vinci’s scheme of 

circle and square. 

 

                                                   
3 Ibid, 37. 
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I then puzzled over the representation of my body – should I be clothed or naked?  

Neither option spoke to the spirit I associate with my body.  Perhaps I could rely on the 

18th Century silhouette to communicate the concept of my body’s substance? 

 

 

But, the silhouette view didn’t work to my satisfaction either.  While it offered an image 

of the contours and mass of my body it did not speak to the life that I feel my body 

represents.  What does feel like a more accurate representation of my body these days is 

the natural world. 

 

Everyday I walk in the woods across the street from my home and take in the views of 

fields, water, sky, flora, and fauna.  These elements have gently transformed me over the 
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past three years.  They comfort me, inform me, clothe and shape me.  It is these images 

that I most identify myself with.      

 

 

With this image I have begun to achieve something that approximates my soul’s 

response to da Vinci’s classical Vitruvian Man.  What I love about it is what it says about 

me at this point in my life’s journey.  It speaks of a newfound confidence about my place 

in the world and an awareness of the vital part the natural world plays in shaping who I 

am and my responsibility to help protect it.   It embodies, and no doubt was intuitively 

informed by, the elements Stephanie Paulsell included in Honoring the Body.  The process 

through which I determined how to represent my body in the graphic illustration began 
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with the clothing decision, “to pay attention to how adornment frees or constrains us.”4   

And, through the artistic process I wound up illustrating what actually bathes and 

nourishes both my body and soul – nature.  The images in the collage are photographs I 

have taken during my walks.     

 

The illustration also begins to include now, as I pause and study it, what McFague muses 

about, “What if the organic model did not assume a human (male or female) body for its 

base, but bodies, all the diverse, strange, multitude of bodies (matter in all its millions, 

perhaps billions of forms) that make up the universe?  What if we changed our 

perspective from its narrow focus on the one, ideal, human (male) body as the base of 

the model to a cosmic focus, so that what came to mind when we thought of body was 

bodies–in other words, not sameness, but difference?  What if when we thought of 

ourselves and all other creatures as organically and interdependent, we thought of the 

rich diversity and difference that marks that kind of unity and not the sameness that 

comes to mind with the image of the human body?”5  Ahhhh, this suggests yet another 

illustration where other bodies – human and non-human – fill the circle and square.  But, 

the creation of that illustration will have to wait for another day. 

 

 

 

                                                   
4 Stephanie Paulsell, Honoring the Body – Meditations on a Christian Practice (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002), 67. 
5 McFague, 37-38. 


