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Abstract  

This paper explores the evolution of body symbolism in sculpture art since the 20th century, combining Saussure's semiotics and 
deconstruction theory to analyze the symbolic meanings of body imagery across different historical periods and cultural contexts. The 
study first reviews the representation and cultural significance of body symbols in ancient Greek and Roman, Renaissance, and Chinese 
ancient sculpture. It then reveals the processes of deconstruction and reconstruction of the body in modernist and postmodernist sculpture, 

examining the representative works of artists such as Henry Moore, Constantin Brâncuși, Antony Gormley, and Jeff Koons. 
Subsequently, the paper focuses on how feminist artists use body symbols to express gender, identity, and power relations, and how the 
application of new materials and technologies in contemporary sculpture innovates and extends body symbolism. Finally, the paper 
summarizes the multiple meanings of body symbols in sculpture art and proposes directions and recommendations for future research. 
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Introduction 

The body, as an ancient yet ever-evolving topic, plays an increasingly important role in sculpture art since 
the 20th century. With the rise of modernism, postmodernism, and contemporary art, artists have 
deconstructed and reconstructed traditional notions of the body, creating new forms of artistic expression. 
The body is not merely a physical entity but a cultural symbol carrying rich social, political, and aesthetic 
significance. 

Semiotics of the body provides a theoretical foundation for understanding the symbolic meanings of the 
body in art. By examining the body as a symbol from multiple dimensions, we can delve deeper into the 
representations of body imagery in sculpture and the cultural connotations behind them. The significance 
of this research lies in using semiotics and deconstruction theory to analyze the evolution of body imagery 
in sculpture art since the 20th century, offering new perspectives and theoretical support for the study of 
sculpture art. 

Research Questions 

How has the symbolism of the human body in sculpture evolved from ancient Greek and Roman periods 
to modern and postmodern art movements? 

In what ways do feminist artists deconstruct traditional body symbolism to express gender identity and 
power relations in contemporary sculpture? 

How do new materials and technologies, such as 3D printing and interactive installations, influence the 
representation and interpretation of body symbolism in contemporary sculpture? 
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Literature Review 

Theoretical Foundations of Body Semiotics 

The study of body semiotics can be traced back to Saussure's semiotic theory, which divides a sign into the 
signifier (the form) and the signified (the concept). In sculpture art, the body, as a symbol, has its signifier 
represented by the form of body imagery, while the signified refers to the symbolic meanings that the body 
conveys in different cultural and historical contexts. Saussure's semiotic theory enables researchers to 
analyze the forms of body imagery across various historical periods and explore the cultural and social 
connotations behind them. 

Body Symbols in Traditional Sculpture 

In ancient Greek and Roman sculptures, body symbols appear in idealized forms, representing humanity's 
pursuit of perfection and divinity (Ai, 2017).These sculptures not only reflect the ancient society's quest for 
beauty but also carry profound cultural and philosophical significance, as seen in Myron's Discobolus and 
Phidias' Parthenon sculptures. During the Renaissance, artists further enhanced the artistic representation 
of body symbols through a deep study of human anatomy and proportion, exemplified by Michelangelo's 
David and Moses. Religious sculptures from this period also used body imagery to express religious piety 
and faith. 

In ancient Chinese sculpture, body imagery is closely linked to religious beliefs. Buddhist statues, such as 
those found in the Longmen Grottoes and Yungang Grottoes, represent Buddhist teachings and 
philosophical thoughts, while Taoist figures like the Eight Immortals symbolize Taoist concepts of mystery 
and supernatural power. 

Body Deconstruction in Modernist Sculpture 

With the rise of modernist art movements in the 20th century, traditional body symbols in sculpture 

underwent deconstruction. Sculptors such as Constantin Brâncuși, Henry Moore, and Alberto Giacometti 
redefined the representation of the body through abstraction, simplification, and distortion(Jones,1998). 

For example, Brâncuși’s The Kiss transforms the human body into pure geometric forms to express 
emotion, while Moore’s Reclining Figure series exaggerates the human body’s structure, creating new 
aesthetic experiences. Giacometti’s Walking Man series, with its elongated forms, reflects the artist’s 
contemplation on human loneliness and existence. 
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Figure 1: The Kiss (Le Baiser), 1907-1908 

(Source: Constantin Brancusi / Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris / Image provided by Nasher Sculpture 
Center) 

Body Reconstruction in Postmodernist and Feminist Sculpture 

Postmodernist sculptures exhibit diverse expressions of body symbols. Artists such as Antony Gormley 
and Jeff Koons used exaggeration, satire, and critique to reflect on social and cultural phenomena. 
Gormley’s Angel of the North explores space and existence through the human form, while Koons’ Balloon 
Dog critiques consumer culture with its playful and exaggerated body imagery(Koons,2014). 

 

Figure 2: Balloon Dog (Magenta), 2015 

(Source: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/jeff-koons-balloon-dog-magenta-110) 
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Feminist art made significant progress in the latter half of the 20th century, with female artists using body 
imagery to explore gender identity and power relations. Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party celebrates and 
affirms female identity, while Louise Bourgeois’ Maman uses distorted body imagery to reflect on complex 
emotions related to motherhood and trauma. 

New Materials and Technologies in Contemporary Sculpture 

Driven by the use of new materials and technologies, contemporary sculpture has expanded the ways body 
symbols are represented. The application of 3D printing, composite materials, and interactive technologies 
has brought innovation and extension to body imagery in contemporary art. For instance, Joshua Harker’s 
Crania Anatomica Filigre uses 3D printing technology to create intricate structures of the human 
skeleton(Harker, 2014). Composite materials like resin and carbon fiber are now widely used in 
contemporary sculptures, making them lighter, more flexible, and more durable, as seen in Anish Kapoor’s 
Sky Mirror, which interacts with the surrounding environment through its reflective surface. 

Interactive art has further deepened the representation of body symbols by engaging the audience in 
dynamic interactions. Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s Shadow Box series uses sensors to capture the movements 
of viewers, turning their bodies into part of the artwork. James Turrell’s Skyspace series creates immersive 
experiences that explore the integration of the body with its environment(Turrell, 2013). 

Research Methodology 

Research Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore the symbolic representation and 
deconstruction of the human body in sculpture art. The analysis is primarily theoretical, utilizing semiotic 
and deconstructionist frameworks to interpret the evolution of body symbols in various historical and 
cultural contexts. The study does not involve empirical data collection but instead focuses on a critical 
analysis of existing artworks and their interpretations within the context of semiotic theory and 
deconstruction. 

Theoretical Framework 

The research is grounded in Saussure’s semiotic theory, which divides symbols into the signifier (form) and 
the signified (concept). This theory provides a foundation for understanding the symbolic meanings of 
body imagery across different periods, allowing for an in-depth examination of how body symbols have 
evolved in traditional, modernist, postmodernist, and contemporary sculpture. Additionally, Derrida’s 
deconstruction theory is employed to analyze how modernist and postmodernist artists deconstruct and 
reconstruct body imagery, challenging traditional representations and creating new meanings. 

Data Collection 

Given that this is a theoretical study, the data consists of selected artworks and sculptures from different 

periods，These sculptures are analyzed based on their visual representations, materials, and cultural 

significance. Academic papers, art reviews, and exhibition catalogs are also referenced to contextualize the 
symbolic meanings of body imagery in these works. 

Analytical Method 

The study uses symbolic analysis as its main analytical tool. This involves: 

Analyzing how the form (signifier) of the body is represented in the sculpture. 

Interpreting the underlying cultural, social, and political meanings (signified) that these forms convey. 
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In addition to symbolic analysis, the study applies comparative analysis to examine how body symbols differ 
across time periods, from traditional idealization to modernist abstraction and postmodernist critique. This 
comparative approach allows the study to highlight changes in the use and interpretation of body imagery 
across different movements and cultural contexts. 

Research Results and Findings 

Body Symbols Based on Saussure's Semiotic Theory 

Typical samples share patterns, symbols, and cultural symbols. They are organized as follows. 

Table 1: Organizing The Categories of Body Sculpture Symbols 

Artist Work Representation Body Symbolism Symbolic Meaning 

Ancient Greek and 
Roman Sculptors 

Idealized bodies in pursuit of 
beauty and power 

Idealized body forms 
Pursuit of divine beauty 
and ideal beauty 

Michelangelo 
David and Moses statues 
representing human strength and 
aesthetics 

Human form and 
religious devotion 

Expression of power and 
religious significance 

Renaissance Artists 
Sculptures with religious themes 
and human anatomy 

Religious and 
anatomical 
representations 

Expression of piety and 
reverence for human 
rationality 

Buddhist and Taoist 
Sculptors 

Statues representing Buddhist 
and Taoist beliefs 

Sacred and mystical 
figures 

Representation of 
religious doctrines and 
philosophical thoughts 

Constantin Brancusi 
Simplified geometric shapes 
representing the essence of life 

Abstract forms of 
the human body 

Purity and eternity of life 

Henry Moore 
"Reclining Figure" series with 
exaggerated and twisted human 
forms 

Distorted human 
forms 

Reverence for nature and 
life 

Alberto Giacometti 
"Walking Man" series with 
elongated and thin human 
figures 

Solitary and 
elongated figures 

Human existence and 
solitude 

Antony Gormley 
"Angel of the North" as a 
massive steel sculpture based on 
the human form 

Abstract and large-
scale human form 

Exploration of space and 
existential themes 

Jeff Koons 
"Balloon Dog" series with 
exaggerated and playful body 
images 

Colorful and shiny 
sculptures 

Critique of consumer 
culture and taste 

Jenny Holzer 
"Truth" series using text and 
body images to symbolize power 

Text on body images 
Symbolizing power and 
discourse 

Judy Chicago 
"The Dinner Party" celebrating 
and honoring the female body 

Female body and 
empowerment 

Affirmation of female 
identity and power 

Louise Bourgeois 
"Maman" as a giant spider 
sculpture exploring complex 
themes of maternity 

Spider as a maternal 
figure 

Exploration of 
motherhood and trauma 

Cindy Sherman 
"Untitled Film Stills" series 
exploring body and identity 

Imitated body 
images 

Exploration of gender and 
identity 
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Ai Weiwei 
"Safe Passage" using life rafts 
and human figures to highlight 
the refugee crisis 

Human figures in 
distress 

Revelation of 
humanitarian issues in the 
context of globalization 

Barbara Kruger 
"Your Body is a Battleground" 
series using large body images 
and slogans 

Body images with 
powerful text 

Advocacy for women's 
rights and bodily 
autonomy 

Marina Abramovi 
"The House with the Ocean 
View" integrating sensors and 
interactive technology 

Interactive body and 
technology 

Innovation in artistic 
participation and 
experience 

James Turrell 
"Skyspaces" series using 
architecture and light to create 
immersive experiences 

Architectural spaces 
with light 

Fusion of body and 
environment 

(Table source: self-made by the author) 

According to Saussure's semiotic theory, as show in Table 1 the body sign in sculpture can be divided into 
"signifier" (form) and "signified" (concept). At different times, the form of body image has varied from the 
concept behind it. In ancient Greek and Roman sculpture, idealized body forms (signifiers) conveyed the 
pursuit of beauty and holiness (signified); During the Renaissance, the body symbol not only had aesthetic 
value, but its religious expression (signifier) also symbolized piety and faith (signified). In ancient Chinese 
sculpture, the body images of Buddhist and Taoist figures (signifiers) represent their respective religious 
teachings and philosophical ideas (signifiers), such as the Buddha statue symbolizing Buddhist teachings 
and Taoist figures such as the Eight immortalities symbolizing the mystical power of Taoism. 

The Deconstruction of The Body in Modernist Sculpture: Derrida's Deconstruction Theory 

Modernist sculpture deconstructs the traditional body image through Derrida's deconstruction theory. 
Modernist sculptors such as Constantine Brancusi and Henry Moore abandoned traditional aesthetic rules 
and deconstructed the physical form of the body through abstraction and simplification. Brancusi's works, 
such as The Kiss, simplify the body symbol into geometric form, pursue the essence of the body, and 
deconstruct the dependence of classical sculpture on the body form. Moore's Reclining Human Body series, 
through exaggerated body structures, gives sculpture new dynamics and power, expressing an inner spirit 
that transcends surface form. 

Constantine Brancusi's sculptures are known for their simplicity and abstraction. Brancusi transformed 
body images into purely geometric shapes by simplifying traditional sculptures, such as The Kiss and The 
Endless Pillars. Brancusi's works embody the pursuit of the essence of the body, turning the body into an 
abstract symbol representing the purity and eternity of life. 

Henry Moore's sculptures are famous for their exaggerated, reconstructed forms of the human body. By 
distorting the human form, Moore created a new aesthetic experience. His Reclining Man series shows a 
deep understanding of human anatomy while also expressing a reverence for nature and life. In Moore's 
work, the body is no longer static, but full of movement and power. 

Body Reconstruction in Postmodernist Sculpture: Combining Semiotics and Deconstruction 

Table 2: Structural Analysis and Organization of Work Cases, And Analysis of Symbolic Meanings of Typical Samples, 
Organized as Follows: 

Artwork 
Example 

Deconstruction 
Analysis 

Body 
Symbolis
m 

Signifier Signified 
Symbolic 
Meaning 
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Ancient Greek 
and Roman 
Sculpture 

Pursuit of 
idealized body 

Idealized 
body 

Perfect form 
Admiration 
for beauty and 
power 

Pursuit of divine 
beauty and ideal 
beauty 

Renaissance 
Sculpture 

Study of human 
proportions and 
anatomy 

Human 
imagery 

Power and 
beauty of 
the human 
body 

Religious 
significance 
and reverence 
for human 
rationality 

Study of human 
proportions and 
anatomy, religious 
significance and 
reverence for 
human rationality 

Ancient 
Chinese 
Sculpture 

Embodiment of 
mythology and 
religious beliefs 

Buddha 
statues, 
Taoist 
figures 

Solemn and 
sacred form 
of Buddha 
statues 

Buddhist 
doctrines and 
philosophical 
thoughts 

Symbolic meaning 
of religious beliefs 
and the body 

Brancusi's "The 
Kiss" 

Minimalist 
approach 

Simplified 
body 
image 

Geometric 
shapes 

Purity and 
eternity of life 

Abstract symbol of 
purity and eternity 
of life 

Moore's 
"Reclining 
Figure" 

Exaggeration and 
distortion of 
human form 

Distorted 
human 
form 

Exaggerated 
and twisted 
form 

Reverence for 
nature and life 

Reverence for 
nature and life 

Giacometti's 
"Walking Man" 

Extreme 
simplification and 
elongation of the 
human form 

Thin, 
twisted 
human 
form 

Thin, 
elongated 
figures 

Human 
existence and 
solitude 

Symbol of human 
existence and 
solitude 

Gormley's 
"Angel of the 
North" 

Creation and 
transformation of 
human models 

Massive 
steel 
sculpture 

Human-
based, large 
scale and 
shape 

Themes of 
space and 
existentialism 

Exploration of 
human existence 
and relationship 
with the universe 

Koons's 
"Balloon Dog" 
series 

Fusion of reality 
and fantasy 

Exaggerate
d and 
playful 
body 
image 

Huge, shiny 
figures 

Critique of 
consumer 
culture and 
taste 

Critique of 
consumer culture 
and aesthetic taste 

Chicago's "The 
Dinner Party" 

Affirmation of the 
female body 

Female 
body 

Affirmation 
and respect 
of the 
female body 

Female 
identity and 
power 

Affirmation of 
female identity and 
power 

Bourgeois's 
"Maman" 

Complex 
contemplation of 
maternity and 
trauma 

Spider 
image 

Spider image 
Maternity and 
trauma 

Dual nature of 
maternal protection 
and threat 

Sherman's 
"Untitled Film 
Stills" 

Reflection on 
gender and 
identity 

Imitated 
body 
images 

Various 
body images 

Gender and 
identity 

Reflection on 
gender and identity 

Abramović's 
"The House 
with the Ocean 
View" 

Innovation in 
interactive art 

Interactive 
technology 

Audience 
interaction 
with 
sculpture 

Innovation in 
artistic 
participation 

Enhanced audience 
participation and 
interactive 
experience 
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Turrell's 
"Skyspaces" 

Fusion of body 
and environment 

Architectu
re and 
light 

Space 
created by 
light and 
shadow 

Fusion of 
body and 
environment 

Body as a symbol 
in space 

(Table source: self-made by the author) 

Postmodernist sculpture reconstructs the body symbol through Derrida's deconstruction theory and gives 
it new cultural and social significance.As show in Table 2 Antony Gormley's Angel of the North is a huge 
steel sculpture based on the human body, but its huge size and abstract shape transcend the traditional 
human body representation, exploring the relationship between existence and space through the 
transformation of human form, breaking the traditional concept of body symbols; Jeff Koons' Balloon Dog, 
with its huge, shiny surface and bright colors, criticizes consumer culture through exaggeration and satire 
and deconstructs the symbolic system of aesthetics and culture. Feminist sculptors such as Judy Chicago 
and Louise Bourgeois explored gender identity and power relations through the redefinition of the body 
symbol, transforming the female body symbol from a traditional passive image into a symbol of power and 
identity. 

 

The Influence of New Materials and Technologies in Contemporary Sculpture on Body Symbols 

Contemporary sculpture further expands the expression and meaning of body symbols through the use of 
new materials and new technologies. The application of new means such as 3D printing and interactive 
technology makes body symbols no longer limited to static forms, but become dynamic symbols that the 
audience can participate in. Rafael Lozano-Hemmer's Shadow Box series generates real-time shadow images 
by sensing the viewer's movements, making the viewer's body part of the artwork. This interaction enhances 
the audience's engagement and gives the body symbols more layers and meaning. 

Contemporary interactive sculpture emphasizes the experience and immersion of the audience. James 
Turrell's Sky Space series creates a space with architecture and light and shadow, making the audience feel 
the integration of the body and the environment. This experiential interaction makes the body symbol in 
the sculpture go beyond the static visual expression and become an overall artistic experience. 

Feminism and Body Deconstruction 

In the second half of the 20th century, feminist art made great strides as female artists expressed their 
thoughts on gender, identity, and power relations through the deconstruction and reconstruction of body 
images. Renowned feminist sculptors such as Judy Chicago, Louise Bourgeois and Cindy Sherman explored 
new expressions of the body through a variety of mediums and techniques. 

Judy Chicago's The Dinner Party celebrates and respects women's bodies(Chicago, J. 1996). Through large-
scale installations and sculptures, Chicago expresses an affirmation of female identity and power. Thirty-
nine tables are placed on a triangular table dedicated to the memory of important women in history, 
symbolizing the achievements and contributions of women. 

Louise Bourgeois's Mama is a giant spider sculpture that explores complex thinking about motherhood and 
trauma through the deformation and distortion of body image. The spider symbolizes Bourgeois's 
memories and feelings for her mother, revealing the dual nature of maternal protection and 
threat(Bourgeois, 1998). 

Cindy Sherman's work uses photography and installation art to explore the relationship between the body 
and identity. By mimicking different body images, Sherman created a sense of multiple identities. Her 
Untitled Film Stills series uses body images to explore reflections on gender and identity. 
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Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

This study reveals that body symbolism in sculpture has evolved significantly, from the idealized forms of 
classical art to the abstract and reconstructed representations seen in modern and postmodern art. Using 
Saussure’s semiotics, the research uncovers how the signifier (body form) and the signified (the concept) 
have transformed across different historical and cultural contexts. Early sculptures represented the body as 
a symbol of beauty, divinity, and power, while modernist and postmodernist works deconstructed these 
traditional representations to explore new meanings such as existentialism, consumerism, and gender 
identity. The study also highlights the role of Derrida’s deconstruction theory in reshaping the interpretation 
of body symbols, where artists break down and reassemble body imagery to challenge conventional ideas 

of identity and power（Chicago, 1996). Additionally, the influence of new materials and technologies in 

contemporary sculpture further extends the possibilities of body representation, making it more dynamic 
and interactive. 

Comparative Analysis 

The findings align with existing literature but also offer new insights. In earlier studies, traditional body 

symbolism was often analyzed from a purely aesthetic or religious standpoint.（Abramović, 2010) This 
research expands the analysis by using semiotics to interpret the cultural and social dimensions of body 
symbols across different eras. For example, classical sculptures such as Greek and Roman works 
emphasized idealized physical forms that symbolized divine beauty and strength. However, modernist 

artists like Constantin Brâncuși and Henry Moore shifted this focus by abstracting the human form to 
explore deeper emotional and philosophical meanings, consistent with existing research on modernism’s 
break from tradition. 

In contrast, postmodern and feminist interpretations of the body have been more critically recontextualized 
through deconstruction. Artists such as Antony Gormley and Judy Chicago are seen using body symbols 
to critique consumerism and gender politics, which reflects broader trends in postmodern art(Lacan, 2006). 
This study confirms previous interpretations that body imagery in postmodernism serves as a platform for 
social critique and identity exploration(Abramović,2010), but it also adds depth by showing how these 
symbols are reconstructed using Derrida’s deconstruction framework. 

Advantages and Limitations 

The main advantage of this study lies in its dual theoretical approach, combining semiotics and 
deconstruction to offer a layered interpretation of body symbols. This interdisciplinary method allows for 
a more comprehensive understanding of how body imagery not only serves as a form but also carries deep 
social, political, and philosophical meanings(Holzer,1999). By incorporating Saussure’s semiotics, the 
research provides clarity on the transformation of body symbols through different historical contexts. At 
the same time, Derrida’s deconstruction theory enriches the analysis by showing how contemporary artists 
dismantle and rebuild these symbols to reflect modern cultural shifts. 

However, the study has several limitations. Firstly, the research is heavily focused on Western sculpture 
traditions. While it provides valuable insights into how body symbols have evolved in Western art, it does 
not sufficiently cover non-Western perspectives, where body imagery may be influenced by different 
cultural, religious, and philosophical beliefs. Additionally, the analysis of new technologies such as 3D 
printing and interactive art is limited. As technologies like virtual reality and artificial intelligence continue 
to grow in relevance, future studies should investigate their impact on body symbolism in sculpture. 
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Future Outlook 

Looking forward, the evolving relationship between body symbols and technology offers exciting avenues 
for future research. As contemporary artists increasingly incorporate virtual reality, augmented reality, and 
AI into their works, the boundaries between the physical and digital representations of the body will likely 
blur. Future research should focus on how these emerging technologies are reshaping body imagery and 
creating new forms of interactive experiences(Bois,& Krauss,1997).Furthermore, expanding the scope to 
include non-Western art traditions will provide a more global understanding of how body symbolism varies 
across cultures, potentially uncovering new interpretations and connections between different artistic 
traditions. 

Additionally, further studies could integrate multiple theoretical frameworks, such as psychoanalysis or 
feminist theory, to analyze how the body is constructed and deconstructed in different cultural contexts. 
By combining these with semiotics and deconstruction, future research could provide even richer 
interpretations of how body symbols operate in various artistic movements and historical periods. 

Conclusion 

This study has systematically explored the evolution of body symbolism in sculpture, analyzing how 
different historical, cultural, and technological contexts have influenced the representation and 
interpretation of the human body. By applying Saussure’s semiotics and Derrida’s deconstruction theory, 
the research revealed how body imagery in sculpture transitioned from the idealized forms of ancient Greek, 
Roman, and Renaissance periods to the abstract, deconstructed, and reconstructed forms of modernist and 
postmodernist art. 

The analysis shows that traditional body symbols, which once represented ideals of beauty, divinity, and 

power, were deconstructed by modernist sculptors such as Constantin Brâncuși and Henry Moore to reflect 
new aesthetic experiences and philosophical concepts. In postmodern and feminist art, artists like Antony 
Gormley and Judy Chicago reconstructed body symbols to address contemporary issues, including gender 
identity, consumerism, and power dynamics(Gormley,1995). Furthermore, the study highlighted how new 
materials and technologies in contemporary sculpture, such as 3D printing and interactive art, have 
expanded the possibilities for body representation, making it more dynamic and participatory. 

The combination of semiotics and deconstruction provided a comprehensive framework for understanding 
the multifaceted meanings of body symbols across different artistic movements. This dual approach not 
only deepened the analysis of traditional and modern body imagery but also shed light on how artists use 
deconstruction to challenge established norms and create new cultural and social interpretations of the 
body. 

However, the study also pointed out some limitations, particularly the focus on Western art traditions and 
the limited exploration of non-Western perspectives. Future research could broaden this scope by 
investigating body symbolism in other cultural contexts and examining the influence of emerging 
technologies like virtual reality and artificial intelligence on body imagery in sculpture. 
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