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Lips, tongue, and teeth—biting and tearing—eating, tasting, 
and licking—singing, whistling, and speaking—shouting, spew-
ing, and spitting—breathing, aspirating, and smoking—laugh-
ing and crying, touching and feeling, as well as kissing, lust, 
and passion: the mouth and the oral cavity are an extremely ap-
pealing bodily zone, a true all-rounder. In both a literal and a 
metaphorical sense, all kinds of mouths and jaws have opened 
themselves up within the pictorial history of art and culture 
from antiquity to the present day. To systematically trace this 
thematic richness of the oral means to go on an exploratory tour 
through the inventory and complex range of functions of one’s 
own oral cavity. Chapter by chapter, it becomes clear that the 
oral has written a whole series of motif (hi)stories, which the 
exhibition at the Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg and this essay pre-
sent in condensed form.1 

A large part of the multifunctional oral cavity eludes the 
human gaze, which may well explain its long-standing appeal in 
the context of art and culture. It is a place of the unknown, the 
gateway to the hidden, to the interior of the body. Rainer Maria 
Rilke even spoke of a world: “Through all beings stretches the 
one space: World-innerspace.”2 In Christian iconography, the 
metaphorical “world-innerspace” is the place of damnation, 
because in the medieval imagination it is hell that blazes inside 
the earth. This interior of the earth is an endless bodily interior, 
for the infernal gateway is a mouth that is wide open and from 
which a volcanic fire blazes, as the corresponding woodcuts 
in the block books from the fifteenth century impressively il-
lustrate (pp. 40 and 41). The damned fall into the sea of flames of 
the Hellmouth, swim, stumble, and scream in eternal pain. The 
Old Testament descriptions of a hellish throat by Isaiah (Isaiah 
5:14) and also by Job (Job 41:6–13), who tries to give the flame-
spitting Leviathan a shape, as well as the Revelation of John 
in the New Testament (Revelation 20:10), may have “fired” the 
powerful images of the Hellmouth.3 From the late Middle Ages 
onward, hell and its gullet have been an integral part of the 
depictions of the Last Judgment, while the pictorial theme of 
“Christ in Limbo” shows the Redeemer as he frees Adam and 
Eve and the prophets from the portal of hell. The latter of the 
two motifs is, like the tradition of Jonah and the big fish (Jonah 
1:1–2:11), one of the rare pictorial motifs in which the mon-
ster’s or fish’s mouth gives freedom instead of devouring (pp. 50 

and 52). In the Book of Jonah, it states that he is swallowed by 
a big fish and spat out again after three days. In the painting 
by Jan Brueghel the Elder (1597–98, p. 51), Jonah emerges from the 
fish’s mouth with dignity and purification—no tearing teeth, 
no sweeping gestures. The turbulent sea alone reflects Jonah’s 
emotional journey.

With the sheer boundless imagination of Hieronymus 
Bosch and his successors, the depiction of the Hellmouth 
changed in the course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries. The wide-open mouth no longer holds a flaming infer-
nal soup enveloping its sinners but rather functions as a kind 
of entrance gate, with a pandemoniac landscape unfolding in 
its surroundings. This apocalyptic, fire-entwined scenery is 
densely populated by sadistic, devilish personnel—fantastic, 
imaginative tormentors with an insatiable lust for torture. De-
cisive is that, in the course of this development, the animal 
Hellhead is transformed into a human head.4 The painting 
Christ in Limbo from the direct succession of Hieronymus 
Bosch (ca. 1520) underscores this central significance by the 
positioning of the jawless head-like portal in the foreground 
(pp. 42–43).5 Enveloped in light, Christ enters the scene through 
a kind of trapdoor. The same entry scene can be found in 
 Pieter Huys’s rendition of the subject (ca. 1560), whereby here 
the oversized head now has hands, arms, and legs. In the case 
of the former, it opens its mouth to form a portal, while the 
true inferno of agony takes place in its surroundings. As late 
as about 1700, Bosch’s legacy continued to have an impact, for 
Egbert van Heemskerck the Younger has Martin Luther, con-
demned for his Reformation theses, ride on a skeletal creature 
toward an anthropomorphic Hellmouth, where diabolical 
guards await him (pp. 44–45).

Saint Anthony, who as a hermit in the desert tried to resist de-
monic temptations, had to undergo very similar tortures. The 
pictorial theme of The Temptation of Saint  Anthony is icono-
graphically closely interwoven with the motif of the mouth and 
its potential for aggression, be it, for example, the corresponding 
panel of the Isenheim altarpiece by Matthias Grünewald or the 
print by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (fig. 1 | p. 54). While in Grünewald’s 
painting the seducers and tormentors maltreat the saint with 
sharp teeth and monstrous mouths—a motif variant taken up 
by Max Ernst in 1945 (fig. 2)—in his print, Pieter Bruegel trans-
fers the idea of the Hellhead to the martyrdom of Anthony.6 In 
the print by Bruegel the Elder, the tongue whirls far out of the 
mouth, with the openings of the body acting as gates through 
which the temptations and sinful thoughts that contaminate the 
heart enter.7 This metaphorical attack on the interior of the head 
culminates in Joos van Craesbeeck’s painting The Temptation of 
Saint Anthony (ca. 1650, p. 55), in which the tormentors crowd into 
the mouth and head in droves. 

Similar to the Hellheads, the Roman Bocca della Verità 
(Mouth of Truth), first documented in 1485, is a “head shape,” 
the mouth of which is considered the place where truth is de-
tected. According to legend, the marble face on the outer façade 
of the Basilica of Santa Maria in Cosmedin is said to have the 
power to decide over truth or lie through a potential bite. In 
the eighteenth century, Michele Rocca linked the moment of 
veritas with the story of a suspected adulteress who cunningly 
instructs her lover to wear a costume and kiss her on her way to 
the “mouth decision,” so that she can safely claim to have been 
kissed only by a fool and her husband (pp. 58–59). In reference to 
the Roman original, Rocca gave his Bocca della verità human 
traits. To this day, this antique lie detector is a tourist magnet. 
In 2007, Harun Farocki in his film Transmission (p. 61), which ex-
amines profane and sacral rituals, showed how people attempt 
to reach spiritual levels through physical actions, although the 
“Mouth of Truth” has in the meantime become more than any-
thing else a popular motif for photos and selfies.

All Around the Mouth
When approaching the mouth from an anatomical perspective, 
the lips are the first visible element. They define the shape of the 
mouth, are highly sensory and sensual. Especially the predomi-
nantly red lips of women have an erotic signal effect. For Man 
Ray, it is the lips of Lee Miller (1932–34 / 1970, pp. 72–73), for  Salvador 
Dalí the lips of Mae West (1934–38, p. 74), and for Andy Warhol 
those of Marilyn Monroe (1962, fig. 3) that inspired their imagery. 
Man Ray’s lips, which fill the picture and hover surrealistically 
over the Paris Observatory, are a homage and at the same time a 
farewell to his life companion Lee Miller. Dalí, in turn, based on 
his watercolor Mae West’s Face which May Be Used as a Surrealist 
Apartment (1934–35), developed from 1937 onward sofa varia-
tions of Mae West’s lips on commission from Edward James. 
Meanwhile, in the year of Marilyn Monroe’s death (1962), Andy 
Warhol separated the mouth from his portrait of the actress, 
which became an icon of Pop Art and is based on a commercial 
photograph taken in 1953 for the film Niagara. In his typical 
mass-media style, Warhol repeated the stylized mouth of the 
celebrated “sex symbol” 168 times on a diptych. Forty years lat-
er, David LaChapelle restaged Warhol’s portrait of Marilyn with 
the transsexual model Amanda Lepore (2002, p. 70) whose appear-
ance, shaped by numerous cosmetic operations, is particularly 
captivating because of the greatly enlarged lips. In a deliberate 
self-dramatization, the cult of the red kissing mouth is taken to 
the extreme in accordance with the beauty mania triggered by 
the media—optical identity as a construct.

With a similarly pop-cultural advertising aesthetic, Marilyn 
Minter has devoted herself since the 1990s to related constructs 
from a feminist perspective, in order to break with the male-
monopolized view of female lips (pp. 77, 162, and 184). She explores 
the question of what happens to images from a pornographic 
context that degrade women by transferring them into her pho-
tographic and painterly visual worlds. In this way, she reflects 
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“The mouth is interesting  
because it is one of those places 

where the dry outside 
moves toward the slippery inside.”

JENNY HOLZER
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