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Three Key Words

In this essay, I will explore three key words – hand, gesture and the unconscious, and the interplay between them. I will examine their relevance in our cultural milieu through…..

Hand:
From an anatomical perspective, the human hand can be defined as a prehensile appendage, located at the distal end of the forearm; consisting of an opposable thumb, four fingers, palm, and wrist (Collins, 2018, pp. 888; BMA, 2009, pp. 267).  The plasticity of this pentadactyl limb, enables it to be used with exacting precision; sculpting and morphing all it touches, as we perpetually explore the three dimensionality of our surrounding macrocosm (Gebauer, 2019, pp. 187).   It is through this agility and tactility, that we can express our creative power and give form to our thoughts.
Hands have played a major role in the creative development of every known society and, culturally, are the foundation for a whole plethora of myths, superstitions, and folklore (Alpenfels, 1955, pp. 4). The word ‘hand’, an old English word of Germanic origin, has a multifaceted presence in the English language and is used in numerous collocations and idioms, the meanings of which often evoke a sense of control, power, or change (Gebauer, 2019, pp. 187; Woodford, 2020).  Hands act as both an article of social attention and an instrument of social interaction, conveying ritual codes and nuances of unspoken meaning through gesture.  Hand and finger adornments (such as rings, fingernails, and tattoos) divulge intimate and often complex messages of personal identity and societal attitudes (Wilson, 1998, pp. 147).  Hands communicate with an expressive silence - the enclasped hands of lovers, the comforting touch of a friend and the raised hands of surrender; their meanings transcending all barriers (Ronnberg and Martin, 2010, pp. 380).  An example of this expressiveness can be seen in the 3500-year-old clasping hands of the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten and his queen Nefertiti (figure 1).  Here, their hands are eternally clasped in a loving embrace, the informality of which resists the stiff, rather stylised art of the time.  Transcending the epochs, the hands continue to evoke feelings of affection and tenderness.
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Figure 1: The hands of the Akhenaten and Nefertiti (1539 – 1295 B.C.E)
The human hand has been an object of fascination since the birth of human consciousness and has sparked much philosophical debate.  The Greek mathematician Anaxagoras (5th century B.C.E) was reputedly the first western philosopher to elucidate the meaning of hands, postulating that human intelligence was a consequence of our articulate manus.  A century later, the Greek polymath Aristotle contemplated the versatility of the hand and argued against Anaxagoras’ idea - stating that the hand of man was a signifier of our intellect, not its source. To him, man had a starring role in the divine’s master plan, which could not be achieved without hands. Continuing the debate, in the 1st century B.C.E, the Roman philosopher Cicero proposed that the hand was the creator of culture and a conduit with which we could synthesize a second nature, amid nature itself. The Greek physician Aelius Galenus (2nd century C.E.), agreed with Aristotle’s view, regarding humans as divine animals, our hands were bestowed upon us by nature as instruments of our intelligence.  To Galenus, Anaxagoras’ view was contrary to nature’s grand scheme (Gebauer, 2019, pp. 185; Russo, 2017, pp. 100; Maurette, 2018). Amid this early debate, runs the belief that hands were to be used as an instrument to govern and manipulate nature to our advantage.  They were seen as a conduit of our sovereignty.
During the anatomical revolution of the Renaissance, attention was focused on the hand’s physiological complexity, with the dialogue between the coeval hand of the anatomist and the inanimate hand of the corpse taking centre stage of a new epistemology.   Andreas Vesalius, a 16th Century anatomist, shared Galenus’ belief that humans had hands because of their intelligence.  He thought that their intricate anatomy disclosed God’s plan and placed special importance on their dissection (Maurette, 2018).  
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Figure 2: Self-portrait of Andres Vesalius (1514 – 1564)
In his self-portrait (figure 2), Vesalius is seen mid-dissection, having teased out the flexor muscles of the right hand, he now shows the viewer their bifurcation.  His choice of subject for dissection is calculated, the hand is the quintessential implement of human agency and represents the very mechanism of Renaissance culture. (Maurette, 2018).  Hand dissection is a meticulous craft, the culmination of specialist knowledge and unsurpassed dexterity.  With painstaking care and infinite patience, the anatomist slowly works through the layers of skin to expose the beauty of the interwoven muscles, tendons, nerves, and blood vessels that lie hidden beneath.  It was the ultimate demonstration of the skill our bequeathed hands could achieve. 
This ancient philosophical debate has now come full circle as Darwin’s theory of evolution, and recent anthropological and medical research, have demonstrated that the hand has played a pivotal role in the evolution of human language, intelligence and thought.  Thereupon Anaxagoras’ idea was perhaps the more accurate (Pallasmaa, 2009, pp. 33).  Although no longer considered a divine gift, the hand can still be considered an extraordinary instrument, given its ability to gesticulate our unconscious thoughts and manifest tangible objects from the formless ideas.   

Gesture:
‘The motion of the hands, head, or body to emphasize and idea or emotion, especially when speaking’ (Collins, 2018, pp. 819).

The Unconscious:
Psychoanalytically, the unconscious can be defined as ‘the part of the mind containing instincts, impulses, images and ideas that are not available for direct examination’ (Collins, 2018, pp. 2142).
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